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ABSTRACT

A PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATION FOR THE DIFFERENTIAL
EFFECTIVENESS OF SELECTED DROPOUT PREVENTION
PROGRAM COMPONENTS
SEPTEMBER 1991
NORAH ASHE LUSIGNAN,
M.Ed.,

B.A.,

WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS

Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS
Directed by: Professor Jeffery W. Eiseman

This study was conducted in 12 high schools

in

Massachusetts that were funded for dropout prevention.
Reports

indicated that some of these schools were more

successful than others

in reducing the dropout rate.

The

purpose of the study was to identify variables existing in
these high school programs that are associated with increases
and decreases

in the dropout rate.

The study sought to test the hypothesis that schools
that were strong in student support were successful
reducing the dropout rate.

in

A conceptual map was developed

showing hypothesized causal relationships among variables.
In the map,

interventions were framed as variables

(e.g.,

"the extent to which teachers are expected to attend
workshops to develop strategies for communicating,
understanding and teaching the at-risk students"),
impact of changes

and the

in such variables was traced to the

v

ultimate variable "willingness to keep trying.”
before arriving at this final variable,

Immediately

the paths from each

of the intervention variables passed through one of four
"proximate” variables:

the extent to which at-risk students

experience their academic tasks as involving,
belonging,

the

sense of

instrumental value of graduation, and the

perceived likelihood of school success.
The trust of this dissertation was developing this map
and testing the extent to which there was a relationship
between efforts that appeared to be likely to change these
proximal variables

(taken one at time) and a district's

dropout rate.
A questionnaire was designed that asked questions
relating to the four proximal variables,

as well as how well

each school's dropout-related efforts appeared to be
organized,

focused and coordinated in a coherent manner.

Additional questions sought to see what else might be
happening in the school that might
The results

impact the dropout rate.

indicated that two of the key proximal

variables correlated positively and all four approached
significance on a stepwise regression analysis.

During the

study "program coherence" emerged as an important variable
and also proved significant in impacting the dropout rate.
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement

In recent years,

the

increasing high school dropout rate

has received a lot of attention.

Many programs have been

developed and implemented in schools, all for the purpose of
reducing the number of students dropping out.
these programs
successful

The results of

indicate that while some schools were

in reducing the dropout rate,
In fact,

other schools shoved

no signs of

improvement.

an increase

in the number of students dropping out

(Massachusetts Dropout Report,

a number of schools shoved

1989).

At this point,

no one

knows which variables are associated with the success or
failure of intervention programs or how those variables
interact with each other to affect dropout rates.

The

research study described here will seek to identify key
variables

in school programs

intended to reduce the high

school dropout rate.

Significance

Until recently in our country’s history, dropping out of
school was not considered a major problem, and it did not
carry the stigma that it does today (Comer,

1987).

In 1900,

a mere 17 percent of school age children graduated from high

1

school.

By 1935 this had increased to 35 percent.

In 1965,

66 percent of American students completed high school and in
1980 75 percent graduated
ever before

(Kunisava,

1988).

Today more than

in our country's history ve have more youth in

school for more school days.

In fact,

the dropout rate has

remained stable between 25 and 28 percent over the last 12
years

(Figure 1.1,
Yet,

p.

13).

this scenario still means that at a national level

ve have twenty-five million American adults who are high
school dropouts and each year another 750,000 to 1,000,000
high school students leave school before graduating.

An

estimated 25 percent of all entering freshman quit high
school prior to graduation.
take

This national average does not

into account the discrepancy in the dropout rate from

one state to another.

States that have minority enrollments

that exceed 25 percent have the highest dropout rate.

The

dropout rate between the states can range from 43.7% in
Louisiana to 10.7% in Minnesota
p.

14).

(Kunisawa,

And in most major cities,

1988),

(Table 1.1,

school systems fail to

graduate anywhere from 25 per to 60 percent of the students
they enroll

(LeCompte,

1987).

Within the state of Massachusetts alone,

over 13,983

students of the total number of students enrolled

in grades

9-12 dropped out of the Commonwealth's public schools in
1986-1987.

Projected over four years,

20 percent,

or one

in five,

it is estimated that

of the students who enter grade

nine will not complete high school.

2

This

is equivalent to

losing almost the entire student body of the ten largest
schools in Massachusetts.

There are even more students who

are perpetual truants or are merely marking time and will
graduate with severely limited academic skills
Department of Education,

(Massachusetts

1986)

Of greater concern is the high dropout rate among the
minority and poor students which is much higher than national
and state averages.

A projected 35% of black students,

40%

of Native American students, and 45% of Hispanic students
will drop out of school prior to completion
Department of Education,

1989).

(Massachusetts

These national figures do

not hint at the severe local dropout rates that in some areas
are as high as 90 percent for American Indians and 78 percent
for Hispanics

(Kunisawa,

There are several

1988).

factors that contribute to the growing

concern in society regarding the dropout rate.
industries could absorb poorly educated
out simple,

repetitive tasks.

Today,

In the past,

individuals to carry

technology-oriented

companies need people who can communicate effectively,
problems,

work as part of a team,

changing job requirements.
such work.

solve

and adapt to rapidly

Dropouts are not prepared for

In Massachusetts,

three out of four jobs already

require some training after high school, and the number of
new entrants

in the work force

is declining.

state's current economic standard,

To maintain the

it is essential that all

students are provided with basic academic and vocational
skills

(Massachusetts Dropout Report,

3

1989).

No less troubling is the economic burden dropouts place
on society.

Overall,

dropouts require
school graduates.

national estimates indicate that

35 percent more social services than high
Compared to their graduating peers,

it is

expected that today's dropouts are more likely to become
tomorrow's welfare and Medicaid recipients,
abusers,

and homeless

prisoners,

(Massachusetts Dropout Report,

In addition to societal costs,
dropping out are also high.

drug

1989).

the personal costs of

Most dropouts will ultimately

be faced with the psychological and social stigma of their
actions.
school,

In the first three to six months after leaving
the dropouts'

self-esteem may rise,

however,

it

usually falls soon thereafter when they are faced with the
reality that they lack the skills and knowledge to fulfill
their dreams.

National statistics

indicate that earnings

for

dropouts decreased by more than 25 percent over the past
three decades

(Massachusetts Dropout Report,

1989).

It appears that the problem is likely to get worse
before

it gets better.

Projections

indicate that by the year

2000 more children will be living in poverty than ever
before.

This

is significant because poverty is such a

powerful

indicator of failure in school.

Forty percent of

those living in poverty today are children
of Education,
one out of

1987).

In Massachusetts'

four students live

indicate that this ratio will

(U.S.

Department

urban areas,

nearly

in poverty and projections
increase over the next decade

(Massachusetts Department of Education,

4

1989).

Eighty percent of dropouts say they do not want to vote
because the issues are too complicated

(Hodgkinson,

When significant numbers of our citizens are poor,
educated,
local,

not involved in community affairs,

state and federal elections,

Department of Education,

1989).

not

not voting in

they become

disenfranchised and our nation is weakened

1989).

increasingly

(Massachusetts

In the next decade,

most

growth in the school-aged population is expected to occur
among the poor,

black,

and Hispanics - the groups whose

members are most likely to drop out
Network,

(Urban Superintendent’s

1987 ) .

Another reason to take the high percentage of dropouts
seriously is the amount of money that it ultimately costs the
taxpayers.
in local,

Overall

it is estimated that billions are yearly

state and federal tax revenues

future economic outlook

(Finn,

is even more dismal.

workers backed each retiree's social security;

1987).

In 1950,

The
17

by 1992 just

three workers will back each social security check and one of
the three will be a minority group member
For fiscal year 1989,

(Hodgkinson,

1985).

the Massachusetts legislature to

fund efforts to reduce the dropout rate, distributed 2.5
million dollars to 40 school districts.

The reports

indicated that a approximately 50% of these schools showed an
increase in the dropout rate
Furthermore,

in spite of the funding.

a consensus of all the schools in the

Commonwealth of Massachusetts reported that many schools
decreased their dropout rate without any additional funds

5

from the state.

(Massachusetts Dropout Report,

appears that money may not be a critical factor
the dropout rate.

1989).

It

in reducing

Two decades of competent research on this

issue gives every indication that infusing money into the
schools for this purpose,
outcomes

(Finn,

does not result in more successful

1987).

Why Students Dropout

Before ve can venture a possible explanation for this
dropout problem,

it is

important to explore why it exists.

Suggesting that schools make changes that may or may not
reduce the numbers of high school students dropping out is

in

essence suggesting that schools are primarily responsible for
this unsurmountable problem.

Dropping out is not solely the

fault of the American educational system,

but is more likely

a reflection of contemporary American life.

Dropping out has

become an accepted and then ignored part of everyday life.
In less than 50 years,

America has virtually abandoned the

work ethic that was a cornerstone of this society, and
accepted a hedonistic philosophy of "if
it

...

if not,

everything;
taxes,
Is

why bother?"

marriage,

Today ve drop out of

parenting,

saving for the future,

it feels good, do

voting,

church-going,

paying

employment and now education.

it such a surprise that our young people are dropping out?

(Kunisava's,

1989).

We have not convinced our youth that there

6

is value in

hard work.

The commitment to struggle and sacrifice for the

future require a belief that such a future holds some
promise.

Today’s youth,

have little confidence

especially ethnic minority youth,

in the deferred gratification that an

education promises or that a diploma translates into an
employment opportunity.

’’African-American high school

graduates still experience an unemployment rate of over 50%."
(Gage,

1990.

p.

280).

The central

issue for today’s youth is

the value that a high school diploma holds
Consequently,

(Fine,

1990).

educators especially in large urban schools,

are faced with a tremendous challenge,
oppressed,

excluded,

(Kunisava,

1988).

to motivate the

and disenfranchised to stay in school

Who is Dropping Out?

A 1986 longitudinal study of U.
conducted by the national Center

or poverty settings,

high school students,

for Education Statistics

found that dropouts generally fall
following categories:

S.

into one or more of the

Dropouts are usually from low-income
often from a minority group background

(although not often Asian American), and have very low basic
academic skills

(especially in reading and math).

parents are not high school graduates,

Their

are generally

uninterested in their child’s progress in school, and do not
provide a support system for academic progress.

English is

not a major language spoken in the home and many dropouts are

7

children of single parents.
males than females.
get a job

Dropout rates are higher among

Males are more likely to leave school to

(which usually turns out to be a failure),

females tend to drop out in order to have a child.
are generally bored in school;
failures

while
Dropouts

they perceive themselves as

in the school culture and are usually very alienated

from all school activities

What

(Kunisawa,

1988).

is being done?

Federal Response

Various agencies within the Federal Government have
developed programs or set aside funds within existing
programs to address the needs of at-risk and disadvantaged
youth.

In several cases various agencies are collaborating

in their efforts to provide a range of services for the
dropout-prone youth or dropout
Education,

(U.

S.

Department of

1990).

State Response

State dropout prevention runs the gamut from relatively
inactive to fairly intense programs.
and funding strategies operate

Three basic programs

in most states to meet the

needs of dropout-prone youth and school dropouts.
include;

(1) demonstration or model program grants;

8

They
(2)

research and dissemination grants;
implementation grants.

and

(3)

planning and

States have adopted varying

strategies to respond to the dropout problem,

ranging from

support for add-on programs tailored to specific locales,
promoting systemic change
students.

in the way services are provided to

Services vary among different states

Department of Education,

to

(U.S.

1990).

Private Response

As with state programs,

foundation and organizational

initiatives to address the needs of dropout-prone youth run
the gamut from the traditional add-on program to
restructuring initiatives.

The U.

S.

Department of

Education reviewed several of these foundations and reported
the following general observations:

(1)

There is an emphasis

on early intervention to provide students with special help
before years of academic failure have eroded their self¬
esteem;

(2)

Providing a more coherent educational and

service delivery system to urban schools,
students with diverse needs,

to accommodate

is a primary concern;

(3)

Collaborations between city school systems, and communitybased businesses,
agencies,

and public and private

institutions and

are viewed as an important element in providing

services and support for potential school dropouts;

And

(4)

increasing the influence of parents in dropout prevention is

9

regarded as a key element to success of any program
Department of Education,

(U.

S.

1990).

Since the dropout rate has not changed in 20 years,

many

educators are now urging that schools rethink traditional
notions of dropout prevention.
p.

63)

the design of schools

According to Kunisava

is culturally incompatible with

students and forces teachers to work
inappropriate

format.

(1988,

in a structurally

He stated that schools need to be

redesigned for a multicultural, multilingual student
population.

The Urban Superintendents'

Call to Action

(1987)

encouraged schools to design programs tailored to meet the
needs of their school and community.

Massachusett's Response

Systemic school-based changes are required to foster
learning environments that meet the emotional,

social,

physical and intellectual needs of all students.
school-based change

involves parents,

students,

A systemic
educators and

community (Massachusetts Department of Education,
For schools
funding,

1988).

in Massachusetts to be considered for

their proposal requesting funds had to indicate that

a systemic component was

in place in their school.

systemic components

included:

parents,

and students to participate

educators,

(1)

decision making regarding school

These

The opportunity for

issues;

(2)

in the

An inclusive

school climate to that will allow students to feel that they

10

are an integral part of the school;

(3) A flexible schedule

to allow teachers and students to take advantage of the rich
resources within a community that are outside of the school
walls;

(4)

Interdisciplinary curriculum to allow teacher

teams to coordinate the curriculum,

so that interdisciplinary

units are created that focus upon the same theme across
disciplines;

(5)

Innovative instructional strategies to

include a combination of visual,
demonstration,

experiential,

expressive,

reading and writing modes of learning;

(6) A

focus on student support to provide students the opportunity
to develop close nurturing relationships with at least one
caring adult;

(6)

Parents as active participants so that they

may learn how to support their child in school;
Opportunities

(7)

for creative staff development over which they

have control about the topic,

time,

within the classroom;

Community collaboration so that

and

(8)

frequency and replication

students can have the opportunity to access the many
resources that exist in the community (Massachusetts
Department of Education,

1989).

The Massachusetts State Department recognized that the
school's organizational level and size, as well as background
characteristics of the school and the community will have
tremendous

influence on the types of changes to be

considered.

11

Purpose of this Study

For the last four years

(1987-1990)

36 schools

in

Massachusetts were funded by the State Department of
Education,

to implement programs for dropout prevention.

Some of these schools experienced success, while others
continued to have an increase

in the dropout rate.

This

raises the question, what are the features of intervention
programs that contribute to reducing the dropout rate?
This research will examine combinations of program
features,

environmental conditions, and scenarios that are

associated with increases and decreases
Ultimately the

in the dropout rate.

information that this research will provide

can be used to design more effective dropout prevention
programs,

and to avoid wasting money on ineffective program

features.

12

Dropout
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Figure 1.1

High School Dropout Rates 1977-88

(U.S. Department of Education,

13

1989)

Table 1.1

Public High School Graduates, 1985-86, Compared
with 9th Grade Enrollment in Fall 1982,
by State

State

Regular
Graduates
1985-1986

9th Grade
Enrollment
Fall 1982

Graduates as
% of 9th Grade
Enrollment
Rank

United States

2,496,628

3,440,086

72.6

43,799
5,907
29,777
27,776
249,617

59,116
8,460
44,699
35,296
364,166

74.1
69.8
66.6
78.7
68.5

29
38
44
15
41

35,977
32,383
5,963
3,882
89,206

47,049
39,396
8,538
6,444
141,536

76.5
82.2
69.8
60.2
63.0

24
9
37
51
49

61,765
10,575
12,425
119,090
64,037

97,386
12,937
16,188
152,278
82,011

63.4
81.7
76.8
78.2
78.1

48
10
23
16
17

35,218
27,036
39,484
39,058
13,808

40,532
32,697
57,180
63,400
17,767

86.9
82.7
69.1
61.6
77.7

3
8
39
50
19

Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi

47,175
55,940
106,151
54,645
27,896

61,969
80,066
145,702
61,034
41,302

76.1
69.9
72.9
89.5
67.5

26
36
33
1
43

Missouri
Montana
Nebraska
Nevada
New Hampshire

51,316
10,311
18,300
9,404
11,685

67,994
12,178
21,311
12,886
15,141

75.5
84.7
85.9
73.0
77.2

27
6
5
32
21

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Connecticut
Delaware
Dis. of Columbia
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine

continued next page
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Table 1.1 continued

New Jersey
New
Mexico
New York
No. Carolina
North Dakota

80,863
15,868
165,379
67,836
8,432

100,541
21,607
249,428
99,758
9,545

80.4
73.4
66.3
68.0
88.3

Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon
Pensylvania
Rhode Island

124,503
36,145
28,058
124,376
8,684

163,041
48,831
39,121
153,340
12,319

76.4
74.0
71.7
81.1
70.5

25
30
34
13
35

South Carolina
So Dakota
Tennessee
Texas
Utah

36,300
8,415
47,904
171,436
22,226

55.691
9,701
69.794
264,045
27,347

65.2
86.7
68.6
64.9
81.3

46
4
40
47
11

6,173
65,688
51,754
22,406
58,428
6,148

7,604
88,066
66,377
29,173
70,168
7,930

81.2
74.6
78.0
76.8
83.3
77.5

12
28
18
22
7
20

Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsis
Wyoming

U.

S.

Department of Education,

(1990)

15

14
31
45
42
2
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter will
dropout programs.
definitions;

investigate high school dropouts and

Included will be an overview of dropout

how dropout rates are determined;

characteristics of potential and actual dropouts.
will look at the programs

Finally it

(including the effective school

movement) that schools districts have implemented to affect
the dropout rate.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The chapter will be divided as follows:

Dropout Definitions
Dropout Rates
Dropout Characteristics
Student's Reasons
In School Dropout Programs.
Reforms Outside School

Dropout Definitions

Dropout definitions vary widely from school district to
school district and even from school to school within the
same district.

Despite the fact that hundreds of studies

have been conducted that deal with the dropout issue and that
most of the approximately 16,000 school districts across the
country monitor

in some way the enrollment, graduation rates

and noncompletion rates of their students,

relatively little

agreement exists on a common definition of a "dropout”
(Weber,

1988)

In Chicago,

for example students who leave school before

graduation are grouped in 19 separate categories called
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"leave codes."

Only one of these categories

is labeled

"dropout."

Among the other categories are "lost - not coming

to school,"

"needed at home,"

"married," and "cannot adjust."

As a result only a small number of school leavers in Chicago
are officially listed as dropouts

(Hahn,

1987).

In 1987 the

Superintendent's Network recognized the need for a common
definition for a dropout, and agreed that knowing exactly
whom we are talking about,

is an important prerequisite to

developing prevention programs.
the literature

In spite of this a review of

indicates that dropout definitions still vary

from school to school.

The following are examples of

definitions used to describe dropouts:
A pupil who leaves school, for any reason except
death,
before high school graduation or completion
of a program of studies and without transferring to
another school.
(Urban Superintendents Network, 1987).
Dropout simple refers to all those who do not have a
high school diploma (assuming they are part of a sample
or cohert that is old enough to have completed high
school (Bachman, Green, Wirtanen, 1971).
A dropout is any student, previously enrolled in school
who is no longer actively enrolled as indicated by
fifteen days of consecutive unexcused absence, who has
not satisfied local standards for graduation, and for
who no formal request has been received signifying
enrollment in another state-licensed educational
institution (Morrow, 1986).
In Massachusetts, dropping out is defined as the act
of a student age sixteen or older voluntarily leaving
school prior to graduation for reasons other than
transfer to another school (Massachusetts Department
of Education, 1989).
The National Center for Education Statistics

(NCES)

reported in 1989 that recent definitions from such sources as
the Current Population Survey (CPS),
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High School & Beyond

(HS&B) and The National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS),
are neither consistent with one another nor with the new
definition that NCES is trying to develop through its Common
Core of Data

(CCD).

One of the concerns being addressed in

the new data collections on dropouts is the development and
implementation of a nationally consistent definition of a
dropout

(NCES,

1989).

Dropout Rates

Data are collected in different ways, making the dropout
figures available today inconsistent.

Some school districts

have such problems with record keeping that they cannot
adequately define the populations

for which programs are

designed which ultimately results in poor educational
planning

(Hargroves,

In 1986,

1987).

to improve the quality of the data the U.

Bureau of the Census has
for collecting data

S.

instituted new editing procedures

(NCES,

1989).

More recently dropout or

attrition rates are used more frequently to measure the
number of students dropping out.
attrition rate

is the ratio of dropouts to total enrollment,

over a specified time period,
example

In general, a dropout or

expressed as a percentage.

if 200 students dropped out of a 9th grade class of

1000 during the year,

then the dropout or attrition rate of

that class for that year would be 20%
U.

S.

For

(Barr,

1987).

The

Department of Education use the following three types
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of attrition rates to measure different facets of dropping
out.

\

Event dropout rates measure the proportion of students
who drop out in. a single year without completing high school.
Status dropout rates measure the proportion of the
population who have not completed high school and are not
enrolled at^ one point in time,

regardless of when they

dropped out.
Cohort rates measure what happens to a single group or
(cohort)

of students over a period of time.

Event rates are important because they reveal how many
students are leaving high school each year and how each
year's rates compare with previous ones.

Table 2.1,

p.

36

shows the event dropout and retention rates for ages

,

14 through 24

1986-1989

in the United States.

On average,

4.5 percent of 15 to 24-year-olds dropped out of grades
10 through 12 between the years 1986-1989.
the school retention rate for 1986-1989,

Therefore,

or the proportion of

students graduating or remaining in school from one year to
the next,

was 95.5 percent

Table 2.2,

p.

(NCES,1989)

37 shows the 1987-1989 event dropout rate

and school retention rate for persons with varying
demographic characteristics.

This

includes a three year

average and distribution of dropouts from grades 10-12, ages
15-24,
status.

by sex,

race/ethnicity, age,

region, and metropolitan

Dropouts rates were higher for black and Hispanic

students than for white students and were higher for students
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20- to 24-years old than for younger students.

Students

living in the South and the Midwest are more likely to
dropout in comparison to the students in the Northeast and
West.
In Massachusetts the event method for calculating the
dropout rate

is used and the statewide annual dropout rate

is

reported for three years 1987-1989 as shown in Table 2.3,
p.

38.

The annual dropout rate answers the question,

what

percentage of students dropped out this year? and is
calculated by comparing the number of dropouts to the
enrollment over a one year period.
for 1989

As noted the dropout rate

is 4.9% and is lover than 1988 which was 5.4% and

1987 which was 5.3%.

The figures in Table 2.3,

p.

38 are

based upon the responses of 379 schools in 250 school
districts.
schools

This represents a complete census of secondary

(grades 9 through 12)

Massachusetts

in the Commonwealth of

(Massachusetts Department of Education,

1989).

The Massachusetts Department of Education reported
a summary of dropout rates for 1989
summary includes grades

(9-12),

(Table 2.4,

by gender,

p.

38).

This

by racial/ethnic

group and by community type.
This data show (Table 2.4,

p.

38) that proportionately

more tenth and eleventh graders dropped out

(5.8% and 5.7%

respectively) than students in any other grade.
consistent with the time when students turn 16,

This is
the age at

which they are no longer required by State lav to attend
school.

Twelfth graders are the least likely to drop out
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(only 3.6%),

followed by ninth graders at 4.4%.

The data show that males drop out more frequently than
females.

In 1989 a total of 6,530 males dropped out

representing a rate of 5.3%,

while 5,325 females dropped out

at a rate of 4.5%.
The data show the variation in dropout rates among
racial/ethnic groups was dramatic

(Table 2.4,

p.

38).

Hispanic students had the highest dropout rate 14.1%,
followed by black students at 9.2%.

Asian and white students

experienced lower dropout rates at 4.7% and 4.0%
respectively.
of 7.8%.

Native American students dropped out at a rate

While Hispanic and black students had a higher

percentage of dropouts,
students

69% of all dropouts were white

(Massachusetts Department of Education,

1989).

The dropout rates varied widely by community type.

The

highest proportion of students dropped out of the
Commonwealth’s urban centers at 8.0%.
had the lowest at 1.3%,

followed by resort, artistic,

retirement communities at 2.0%,
suburbs at 2.3%,

Residential suburbs

economically developed

small rural communities at 3.5% and rural

economic centers and growth communities both at 3.9%
(Massachusetts Department of Education,

1989).

Characteristics of Potential Dropouts

Although educators,

researchers,

and policymakers have

not agreed on a standard definition for dropouts, most agree
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on the general characteristics found most often in potential
dropouts.
The ability to identify at-risk students is an important
prerequisite for the development of any effective dropout
prevention program.

The following review of the literature

presents a profile of at-risk students.

The studies that are

cited include the results of many other studies which give a
accurate up-to-date profile of at-risk students.
Self,

(1985)

presented the finding of eleven studies

in

the research literature concerning the characteristics of atrisk students

(Schrieber,

Durken,

Curtis,

1981;

Massey & Crosby,
1979).

1979;

1983;

Sewell,

Beacham,

1982; Martin,

1981;

Palmo,

1980;

& Manni,

Rumberger,

Thornburg,

1975;

1981;

1981;
Irvine,

The result of the studies are listed below in

decreasing order of dropout potential:
1
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.

Poor academics,
Poor reading ability
Dislikes school
High grade retention
Less participation in extra-curricular
Discipline problems
Broken homes (physical and emotional)
Low Family socio-economic level
Poor self-concept
Inadequate goals and low aspirations
High absenteeism
Parents pose low educational achievement

Weber,

(1988 p.

12)

reviewed the results of several

studies on dropout characteristics
Rumberger,

1981;

Mertens,

Seitz,

(Bachman,

& Cox,

1982;

et al.

1971;

Weber &

Silvani-Lacey 1983; Wehlage & Rutter 1984; Los Angeles
Unified School District Dropout Prevention/Recovery
Committee,

1985; Ekstrom et al.,
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1986).

He suggested that

dropouts can often be

identified by the following:

Cognitive characteristics demonstrate poor basic
skills (e.g., reading and computation skills) as shown
in test scores well below average for their expected
grade levels; repeated grade levels; poor academic
performance; and low scores on intelligence tests.
Affective characteristics appear to lack interest in
school work; feel
alienated from the school
environment/ teachers, and peers; perceive little
interest respect, or acceptance on the part of
teachers; have low self-concepts and
exhibit
characteristics of social immaturity; tend to be
either hostile and unruly or passive and apathetic.
Other Characteristics are older than their classmates;
are frequently absent and tardy; are from low socio¬
economic backgrounds in which one or both parents did
not complete high school; are from weak or broken
homes;
are often members of minority groups and/or
handicapped; receive little family encouragement and
psychological support to stay in school; have had at
least one
child and/or are married.
Hahn

(1987),

Accounting Office
Survey (CPS),

reviewed the results of the U.

S

General

(GOA), who uses the Current Population

which polls a national sample of households

representative of the working-age civilian population.

He

identified the following 10 conditions as major risk factors
indicating that a student might be
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
7.
8.
9.

in danger of dropping out:

Behind in grade level and older than classmates
Poor academic performance
Dislike school
Detention and suspension
Pregnancy
Welfare recipients
Members of single parent households
The attractiveness of work
Undiagnosed learning disabilities and emotional
Language difficulties

The Urban Superintendent's network
with many of the other studies

in their
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(1987),

concurred

identification of

characteristics of at-risk students. They researched the data
and identified the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Poor academic performance as the single best
predictor of who drops out.
Students who have repeated a grade
Teens in the vocational and general tracks
Teens who hold time consuming jobs
Misbehavior while in school
Students who have been suspended
Students who are chronically truant
Students who have been in trouble with the law

Although not all students who exhibit the
characteristics listed in the studies above,

actually drop

out, most dropouts do exhibit some combination of such
features

(Weber,

1988).

All four of the above sources had

some common characteristics and some that were unique to each
study (Table 2.5,

p.

39).

The results of the above studies by Self,
1988;

Hahn,1987;

1985; Weber,

and the Urban Superintendents Network,

are presented in Table 2.5,

p.

39.

1987

A summary of these

studies suggests that a profile of a potential high school
dropout encompasses the following characteristics:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Poor academics
High grade retention
Discipline problem
Poor self concept
Dislikes school
Low family socioeconomic level
High absenteeism
Parents low educational level
Less participation in school
Suspension
Work outside of school
Lack of goals
General track students
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Reasons Students Give for Dropping Out

Many interviews have been conducted with dropouts to
understand their reasons for dropping out.

The following

review of the literature presents a profile of at-risk
students from the students own perspective.
Jordan-Davis

(1984)

reported on the results of

interviews with 95 high school dropouts in their homes.

The

students were asked why they left school and what could have
been done that would have enabled them to remain in school.
The responses indicate that no one issue could fully explain
withdrawal.

Social personal and academic issues were

interwoven with school related issues as the primary reason
for withdrawing.

Answers were divided into 2 categories,

school variables and personal variables.
Personal variables

(listed below) are factors associated

with an attribute concerning the personal life of a student.
These personal reasons for withdrawing were divided into
categories.

In response to the

interviews the categories

are reported in decreasing order of freguency as follows:
Mismatch of interests
-Personal needs differ from those of
school
-Truant because outside -of school
interests were more satisfying
-Saw no benefit in attending school
-Work view as more important
Employment related
-Had to work full time
-Job duties interfered with school
-Supported family financially
Caring for someone
-Infant
-Older family member
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-Pregnant girlfriend
Social Skills
-Felt isolated in school
-Lack of guidance
-Limited social skills
Health Related
-Physical injury
-Undefined illness
-Pregnant
Personal Problems
-Responsibilities at home
-Older than peers
Substance abuse
-Drugs
-Alcohol
Marital Issues
Wanting to marry
School variables

(listed below) are associated with

aspects originating within the school.

These reasons for

withdrawing were divided into categories.

In response to the

interviews the categories were reported in decreasing order
of frequency as follows:
Academic Concerns
Bored with school
Curriculum unrelated to student’s vocational
interests
-Poor advising
-Poor grades
-Retained in grade
-Academic difficulty
Schoolmate relations
-Friends withdrew from school
-Wanted to graduate with peers
-Had no school friends
-Fight with peer
-Enemies at school
Transfer related problems
-Academic affairs
-Dislike of assigned school environment
-Transferred to a school with few Spanish
speaking teachers
-Academic difficulty
Problem with authorities
-Insensitive school authorities
-School authorities were prejudiced
-Discriminated by school authorities
-Conflict with teachers
-Teachers failed to help academically
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Disciplinary action
-Drug related suspension
-Disruption of class activities
Self,
Mayhood,

(1985)

1981;

reviewed 8 studies

Peng & Takai,

1983;

Beacham,

Rumberger,

1980;
1981;

1979;

Thornburg,

1975;

Stroughton & Grady,

1979)

on reasons students gave for dropping out of school.

He noted how students'

1978;

(Hewitt & Johnson,

Carriere,

reasons had changed since the turn of

the century from being needed at home to presently reporting
more of dislike for school.
Reasons for dropping out
Not interested in school
Discipline problems
School academic failure
Cannot get along with teacher
School grounds too dangerous
Chose to work
Planned to get married
Became pregnant
Poor reading ability
High absenteeism
Seventeen school districts had voluntarily submitted
their dropout reports to the Phi Delta Kappa's Center on
Evaluation,

Development, and Research.

Barber

&

Me Clellan

(1987) examined these reports and compiled the list of
reasons students gave for dropping out.

These reasons are

presented in rank order from the most commonly cited to the
least-often mentioned:
-Had attendance problems
-Lacked interest in school
-Were bored with school
-Had academic problems or poor grades
-Had problems with teachers
-Had family problems or responsibilities
-Disliked a particular course
-Disliked everything
-Had problems with other students
-Had problems with counselors
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-Had discipline problems and was suspended
-Felt too old for school
-Had financial problems
-Were ill
-School lacked desired program or course
-Miscellaneous reasons
-Was pregnant
-Had conflicts with employment
-Got married
-Had enough education to work
-Illness in student's family
-Disliked discipline and rules
-Had transportation problems
-Entered military service
-Moved and vent to another school
-Achieved education goals
-Parents demanded that student leave school
-didn't know
-couldn't speak English
-disliked some physical feature of school
-left because of gangs or racial problems
The Superintendent's Network
dropouts gave for leaving school.
a survey done by the U.
school dropouts.

S.

(1987)

reported reasons

Their report was based on

Department of Education on high

They are as follow:

-Poor grades
-Didn't like school
-Preferred to work
-Got married or planned to
-Couldn't get along with their teachers
-Got pregnant
-Had to support families
-Were expelled
-Left because of overall boredom
-Wanted to get on with life
-Teachers and counselors made student feel stupid
-Not much individual help
-Needed more challenging classes
-Didn't like the school
-Need more understanding teachers
-Needed more support from teachers
-Friends had left school
-Needed to work at own speed
-Classes were too big
-Schools were not set up to help students
prepare for future
-Have stronger discipline
-Have more consistent discipline
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A summary of these studies

(Table 2.6,

reasons cited most often are as follovs
1984;

Self,

1985;

(Jordan

Barber and Me Clellan,

Superintendents Network,

p.

1987;

40)

on the

& Davis,
The

1987):

-Lacked interest in school
-Discipline problems
-Poor grades
-Couldn't get along with teachers
-Needed to work
-Married or getting married
-Pregnant
-Peer related issues

In School Dropout Programs

Wehlage and Rutter,
beyond the

(1985) conducted a study to look

individuals who drop out, and to determine the

role of schools

in the dropout process.

sixteen potential dropouts were
discuss,

One hundred and

interviewed and asked to

briefly any specific changes they felt could or

should be made by the school to encourage students to stay
and complete their high school education.

they recognized

that students differed markedly on a range of personal and
social characteristics.

However,

they felt that schools

should accept these differences as facts of life and respond
to these differences in a constructive manner.

They

recommended general policies and practice reforms that would
make schools more responsive not only to those who drop out,
but also to a large body of students who stay in school
reluctantly.
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Their recommendations are based on their findings of
perceived lack of teacher interest in students,

(2)

(1)

the

perception that the discipline system is ineffective and
unfair, and

(3)

some students.

the presence of wide-spread truancy among
They went on to say that not only do these

finding have an effect on the dropout but will also have
implications for those students who choose to graduate.
The three general reforms of policy and practice they
recommended are as follows:
(1)
(2)
(3)

Enhanced the sense of professional accountability
among educators towards all students.
Renew efforts to establish legitimate
authority within the institution
Redefine school work to allow more students
to achieve success and satisfaction

Weber,
education.

(1988)

stressed the importance of vocational

He said several factors needed to be addressed

if

vocational education is to play a more prominent role and be
more effective

in helping reduce the numbers of students who

drop out of school each year.
magic formulas existed,

Although he recognized that no

he said the following recommendations

could play important roles in dropout prevention:
-Dropout prevention programs should have a committed
staff, use a variety of integrated strategies, be
individualized in nontraditional environment, share
a strong vocational job-related emphasis and have a
strong counseling component.
-Dropout prevention programs should have an early
warning and follow-through system in order to
identify potential dropouts as well as develop
ways of ensuring that those students stay in school.
-Program resources should be expended on at-risk
students, to prevent additional costs to society later.
-An effort should be made to free the school of
absenteeism, robbery and substance abuse.
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-Parents should become better informed about
vocational and other curricular offerings available
to their children.
-Extensive career exploration and related career
education experiences should be provided for
dropout-prone students.
-Potential dropouts need to participate in vocational
programs in a meaningful way if vocational education
is to have a positive impact upon the dropout rate.
-The school should make an effort to tie in the student's
vocational program with his education program.
Self,
15 sources
U.

(1985)

reviewed dropout prevention programs from

(Yates,

1979;

Cendese,

S. News & World Report,

1981; Massey & Crosby,

1980;

1982;

Thornburg,

1975;

Durken,

Davenport,

1978;

Block,

1979;

Hakanen,

Thurber,

1978;

1981; Mayhood,

Arnharst & Duranceau,

1981;

Heffez,

1978).

1980;

1979;

Gorman,

1978;

These programs primarily fell

into four classifications:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Alternative schools
School modification programs
Vocational education programs
Counseling programs

An alternative school

is a setting outside of the

traditional school for students who dropped out.
the alternative schools

All of

in this study included a vocational

component.
The main trust of a school modification program is to
implement a dropout prevention program in an already
established traditional school.
Vocational education programs provided opportunities for
students to develop skills through hands on work experience,
both in school and within the community.
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Counseling programs focused on group methods as an
effective counseling technique for preventing at-risk
students from dropping out of high school.
Self concluded that some of these programs were very
successful, and others were mildly effective.

He stated that

all contributed to helping many students from different
ethnic,

gender,

cultural,

geographic, and value orientations,

in achieving their academic and personal goals.
The key dropout intervention strategies that these
programs employed are as follows:
-Individualized instruction
-Teaching basic academic skills; focusing on reading
-Teaching career maturity; vocational education
-Improving student-teacher relationships
-Counseling; group
-Helping students develop a positive attitude toward
school
-Getting students involved with extra-curricular
activities
Hahn,
programs.

(1987)

reviewed the research on dropout prevention

He concluded that an effective dropout program at

the high school level cannot be based on one single element,
such as remedial
services.

instruction or the provision of social

To succeed, dropout prevention for older youths

requires a cohesive,

integrated effort that combines the

following components:
-mentorships and intensive, sustained counseling for
troubled youngsters
-an array of social services, including health care,
family planning education, and infant care facilities
for adolescent mothers
-concentrated remediation using individualized
instruction and competency based curricula
-an effective school/business collaboration that provides
ongoing access to the mainstream economy
-improved incentives, including financial rewards, for
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completing high school
-year-round schools and alternative schools
-heightened accountability for dropout rates at all
levels of the system of public education, and
-involvement of parents and community organizations
in
dropout prevention.
The effective school movement has accumulated a
considerable body of research over the last 10 to 15 years,
to identify the characteristics of effective schools.
Gauthier,

Pecheone,

Shoemaker,

(1985) summarized the research

on effective schools which was pioneered by (Brophy,
Carroll,

1973;

Comer,

1980; Weber 1971;

Edmunds & Fredericksen,
Rutter,

1979;).

1978;

1979;

1973; Edmunds 1979;

Brookover & Lezotte,

1976;

What the research has clearly demonstrated

is that some schools are better than others with similar
populations.

And some schools serving lower socioeconomic

students achieve much higher than expected.

The effective

school movement employs a systemic approach to dealing
at-risk students.

Although there are variations

school effectiveness research,
consistent across studies.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

with

in the

seven factors seem to be

They are:

Safe orderly environment.
Clear school mission
High Expectations and standards
Instructional leadership
Frequent monitoring of student achievement
Opportunity to learn and student time on task
Home school relations.

Reforms Outside of Schools

Kunisawa,

(1988)

reviewed several programs outside of

the school that were very successful
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in motivating the

potential dropout.

He attributed the extraordinary results

they produced to the sharing that existed between the school
and business communities.
-Cities

in Schools:

These programs are as follows:
A national business-and-schools

partnership integrating work experience and academic study in
a "caring" environment.

Initially,

partnerships were termed

"street academics," and were funded almost exclusively by
such major corporations as Union Carbide, McGraw-Hill,
American Airlines,

IBM and First National City Bank.

-Cooperative Federation for Educational Experiences
(COFFEE): A partnership of Digital Equipment Corporation and
the Oxford,

Massachusetts,

public schools.

COFFEE provides

alternative occupational training that offers computer
related work experience.
-Head Start Program:
designed for

Originally a preschool program

low-income "at-risk" students.

Today Head Start

is multi-dimensional pre-school program designed to make
schooling a positive experience for both children and
parents.

This

is a national effort that should be expanded

to reach all students who are potentially "at-risk"

for

school failure.
-Teenage Parent Program (TAPP):

A school program that

enables pregnant girls to continue regular classes while
learning about personal health care,
care

in a supportive atmosphere.

parenting, and infant

Students also have access

to medical services.
-The Boston Compact:

A unique business-and-school
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partnership that targets jobs to students who improve their
performance

in school.

straightforward:

The goals of the Compact are

a specified number of private-sector summer

jobs for graduates annual measurable
attendance and dropout reduction,

improvements

in student

and the adoption of

competency-based graduation requirements

in basic skills.

Reforms in school and reforms outside of school all have
the same goal:
together

to have schools,

parents and communities work

in an effort to reach the diverse needs of at-risk

students.
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Table 2.1

Average Event Dropout and Retention Rates
(Three-Year Average) and Distribution of
Dropouts from Grades 10-12, Ages 15-24 by
Sex, Race/Ethnicity, Age, Region, and
Metropolitan Status:
1997-89.

Event
dropout

School
retention

xas

rats

Percent
of all
dropouts

(percent)
Total

4.5

95.5

100.0

Sex
Male
Female

4.7
4.2

95.3
95.8

53.1
46.9

Race/ethnicity
White
Blade
Hispanic1

4.1
6.8
7.9

95.9
93.2
92.1

74.5
23.2
14.0

3.0
2.8
6.1
21.2

97.0
97.2
93.8
78.8

2.1
36.7
47.8
13.4

Region
Northeast
Midwest
South
West

3.2
4.4
5.1
4.9

96.8
95.6
94.9
95.1

14.4
26.0
38.3
21.1

Metropolitan status
Central dry
Suburban
Non-metropolitan

6.2
3.7
4.0

93.8
96.3
96.0

38-5
40.2
21.4

Age2
15
16-17
18-19
20-24

1Rispanics may be of any Race.
2Age When a Person Dropped out may be One Year Younger,
Because the Dropout Event Could Occur at any Time Over
a 12-month Period.
NOTE:
Percentages may not Sum to 100 Percent Due to Rounding.
(U.S. Department of Education, 1989)
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Table 2.2

Event Dropout and Retention Rates for Ages
15-24 in Grades 10-12: 1986-89

Type of rate and
year ending

Event

Rate
(percent)

dropout rate

Single year
1986
1987
1988
1989

4.3
4.1
4.8
4.5

Three-year average
1986- 1988
1987- 1989

4.4
4.5

School retention rate
Single year
1986
1987
1988
1989

95.7
95.9
95.2
95.5

Three-year average
1986- 1988
1987- 1989

95.6
95.5

(Massachusetts Department of Education, 1989)
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Table 2.3

Massachusetts Statewide Annual.
Dropout Rate* 1987-1989 f°r
Secondary Schools

Number Dropouts.
Enrollment
Dropout Rate (%)

Table 2.4

1987

1988

1989

14354
268480
53%

13383
258346
5.4%

11355
242,748
43%

Summary of Annual Dropout Rates
in Massachusetts 1989 for
Secondary Schools

* Dropouts

"Grade
2,773
Grade 9
3310
Grade 10
3397
Grade 11
2,175
Grade 12
11355
- Grades 9-12
Gender
6330
Male
5325
Female
Race/Ethnic Group
311
Asian
1329
Black
1,783
Hispanic
32
Native American
8300
White
Kind of Community
8,085
Urban Centers
1.448
Economically Dev. Sub.
1353
Growth Communities
302
Residential Suburbs
798
Rural Economic Centers
108
Small Rural Communities
61
Reson/Renrement/Artistic

Enrollment

Annual Rate

62377
60,468
59321
59382
242,748

4.4%
53%
5.7%
3.6%
4.9%

_
123361
119,487

53%
43%
/

_
6316
16354
12483
409
206,386
_
100,706
63379
26387
23290
20,703
3417
3.100

(U. S. Department of Education, 1989)
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4.7%
92%
14.1%
73%
4.0%
•

8.0%
23%
3.9%
13%
33%
33%

23%

Summary of Common Characteristics
for High School Dropouts

X
<D
X

1.

Poor academics

X

2.

High grade retention

X

X

3.

Discipline problem

X

X

4.

Poor self concept

X

X

5.

Dislike school

X

X

X

3

6.

Low family socio economic level

X

X

X

3

7.

High absenteeism

X

X

8.

Parents low educational level

X

X

2

9.

Less participation in school affairs

X

X

2

«

X

X

■**

C

X

0)

Totals

1985

U

Characteristics of Potential Dropouts

Self,

r00
ON
H

CO

x

CO
<y>
H

Urban Superintendents
Network, 1987

Table 2.5

X

X

4

X

3

f0
**'

2

X

3

10. Suspension

X

X

2

11. Work out side of school

X

X

2

12. Lack of goals
13.

X

2

X
X

General track students

X
V

14. Pregnancy

dk.

1
1

X

15. Not accepted by teachers

2

16. Learning Disabilities

X

1

17. Language barrier

X

1

X

18. Broken homes
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1

Summary of Reasons Given by Dropouts

Barber & McClellan,

The Superintendent Network,

X

X

X

X

Discipline problems

X

X

X

X

Poor grades

X

X

X

X

Couldn't get along with teachers

X

X

X

X

Needed to work

X

X

X

X

Married or getting married

X

X

X

X

Pregnant

X

X

X

X

X

X

1985

Jordan - Davis,

1984

1987
Self,

1987

Table 2.6

Reason for Dropping Out
Lacked interest in school

Peer related

X

issues
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CHAPTER

111

CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW

As a focus of this study I have chosen to explore what
schools are doing to support students.

It is my hypothesis

that students who have a support system at school will be
much more successful, and that the schools in Massachusetts
that were funded for dropout prevention, and reported
success, were strong in this component.
Many students who are potential dropouts convey the
message that they are feeling isolated and inferior
(Waters,

1988).

difficult,

Just being an adolescent alone can be

feeling left out only compounds this problem.

John Donne wrote "no man is an island into himself" and
discussed at length the need each person has to belong.
Today we live
this need,
isolation.

in a society that make

it difficult to satisfy

and many factors contribute to this feeling of
The

increasing mobility of American families,

requires them to continually make new adjustments.
Consequently children may be faced with attending many
different schools.
effect except,
adjustment.

This in itself may not have a devastating

that the reasons for the move may compound the

It is reported that many students move because

of the break-up of their parent's marriage.

More than 25% of

all children live in single parent homes and another onethird live

in a "blended"

Education,

1989).

family (Massachusetts Department of
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At home, many situations could contribute to the
isolation of a student; parents may both be working until six
every evening, and come home with very little energy left to
do necessary family chores, let alone help their
son/daughter; a single parent home has the same problem
except it is compounded and they have even less time;
families of minorities have the added problem of the language
barrier, and not understanding American culture.

Many

schools continue to operate as if the family has not changed.
It is assumed that a parent is at home to supervise and help
with homework after school, but in two-thirds of our families
that is not true (Massachusetts Department of Education,
1989) .

Some high school teachers who are working parents do not
have the same concerns that the rest of the working world
have.

They go home when their children go home and are

focused on issues of school.
deadlines,
etc.

They certainly are in tune with

for course changes, report cards, sports sign up,

They react negatively when lack of parenting exists for

other students and are often resentful that they are faced
with dealing with the emotional residue.

They will quickly

tell you that they are not counselors and are only
comfortable in their role as teacher of a specific academic
subject.
schools continue as in the past without making any
changes to accommodate the needs of students.

In fact,

in a

response to cries for educational reform, most states have
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raised graduation standards without correspondingly raising
the level of support offered to students,
increasing dropout rates
1989).

potentially

(National Educational Association,

School professionals have been reluctant to examine

the school's role in students'

decisions to drop out.

Many

professionals are focused on their own agenda, and maintain
the traditional standard for all students regardless of their
home environment.

They are more likely to "blame the

victim," when in fact it is unfair to expect at least some
students to meet those expectations,
substantial support

(Comer,

without the provision of

1987).

To prevent students from dropping out of school,
alternative programs have been designed for the student
identified as high risk.

The results

these programs are not the answer,
band-aid on the problem.

indicate that most of

that they merely put a

Furthermore,

it is more likely that

these programs contribute to the larger problem that exists
in society -- that is the feeling of not belonging.

It is

very likely that for students who already feel somewhat
alienated, an alternative program only increases the extent
of this feeling by making the student feel as if they were
not part of the larger community of the school.
By providing student support,
much of this

isolation.

schools can help prevent

Schools can,

for example,

provide

new students with a buddy that they can have lunch with,

etc;

peer teaching and peer counseling have proved to be very
effective ways to reach students,
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to capture their interest.

and to give them the opportunity to discuss issues they would
be reluctant to address with adults;

schools can also provide

weekly group sessions for new students, and students at risk.
Groupwork reflects a natural adolescent dependency on peer
support and would allow more students to receive services at
any given time

(Waters,

1988).

Specifically group sessions

could cover course schedules, deadlines,
organizational skills.

study skills,

and

The added benefits of these groups

would be the contacts made with peers and school based
adults,

which will ultimately provide the student with the

feeling of belonging.
Most parents would like to do the right thing for their
children.

However,

their

intentions fall short because of

the many distractions that are part of people's lifes.
Parents simply do not have the time to participate
activities.

in school

The majority of parents today work and find it

very inconvenient to attend school activities offered during
school hours.

Not being available may suggest to school

personnel that parents are not interested in their children's
welfare,

when in fact,

parents feel that by not missing work

is taking care of their children's welfare.
Rather than having parents as active participants
(especially at the high school level),

it is more

important

that we have parents that care and can convey this to their
children in their homes.
dropout, do so

The majority of students who

in high school.

parents involved

Adolescents rarely want their

in their school.
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They are emerging as young

adults and resent being treated like little children.

It

becomes our job as educators to encourage and support this
independence

in students.

Schools need to rethink the

traditional notion of education, and recognize that student's
needs have changed.

They must provide more supportive

services to the students.
The following is a discussion of key proximal variables
and

interventions,

that if

implemented in the schools,

would

support students and would most likely have a positive affect
on the dropout rate.

Key Proximal Variables

To design interventions strategies it is necessary to
identify variables that are likely to affect a student's
willingness to keep on struggling and finish school.
outlined in Figure 3.1,

p.

be key "proximal" variables

66,

As

I consider the following to

(i.e.,

variables that immediately

effect the student's willingness to keep on struggling to
finish high school,
or

but can themselves be affected directly

indirectly by interventions):

the extent to which students

experience their academic tasks as
belonging,

involving, a sense of

perceived instrumental value of graduation, and

the perceived likelihood of school success.
I shall mention several variables,
variables.
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In this section

that affect these proximal

The extent to which students experience their academic
tasks as

involvingi

variables that are likely to affect

this key proximal variable

(Figure 3.2,

p.

67)

include:

1.

the extent to which teachers are expected
to attend workshops to develop strategies
for communicating, understanding, and
teaching the at-risk student,

2.

the extent that a school offers a variety
of different methods for teaching the
at-risk student, e.g., within class
ability groups, students helping students
(peer tutors), using puzzles and games
for teaching, use of satellite programs
with current media coverage, and the
availability of math, computer, writing
and reading labs;

3.

and the extent to which the school
communicates program options to at-risk
students.

Sense of Belonging:
proximal variable

The variables that affect this key

(figure 3.3,

p.

68)

include:

1.

the extent to which teachers are willing
to make themselves available before, during,
and after school to at-risk students;

2.

The extent to which the school tries to
involve students in tasks that are
meaningful and useful to the school;

3.

the extent to which the teachers are
expected to attend workshops to develop
strategies for understanding, communicating,
and teaching at-risk students,

4.

the number of teacher role models that
reflect the racial ethnic composition
of the school;

5.

the extent to which the school provides
or assigns individual, group, or peer
counseling to the at-risk student to
foster the development of significant
relationships with peers and school
based adults;

6.

and the extent to which the school
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makes an effort to get the at-risk
student to partake in extra-curricular
activities.
Instrumental Value of Graduation:
affect this key proximal variable

The variables that

(figure 3.4,

p.

69)

include:

.

1

the number of opportunities for job
shadowing and career mentor programs
specifically available to at-risk
students;

2.

the extent to which the school
communicates the availability of job
shadowing and career mentor programs.

3.

the extent to which the school provides
the at-risk student with individualized
advising regarding career possibilities,
career and college requirements available
programs and useful courses;

4.

the extent to which the school makes an
effort to communicate to parents the value
of high school education;

5.

and the degree to which the school makes an
effort to communicate to at-risk students
the benefits of remaining in school.

The Perceived likelihood of school success:
proximal variable
figure 3,.5,

.

p.

70)

This key

is also affected by many variables
such as:

1

the extent to which a school makes an
effort to have reduced class sizes;

2.

the extent to which teachers are expected
to attend workshops to develop strategies
for understanding, communicating, and teaching
at-risk students;

3.

the extent to which at-risk students possess
realistic goals and expectations and perceive
them to be so;

4.

the extent to which the school deploys
successful former at-risk students as
role models for current at-risk students;
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5.

the extent to which teachers and counselors
who genuinely believe that a given student
has the capacity to succeed, and convey
this faith to the student, along with their
willingness to provide assistance;

6.

the extent to which school personnel
helps students examine and overcome
their resistance to seeking or accepting
help;

7.

the extent to which at-risk students
overcome their resistance to seeking
or accepting help;

8.

the extent to which teachers make known
to at-risk students that they are available,
before, during and after school.

Discussion of Proximal Variables D1agrams

The key proximal variables outlined in the boxes in the
left on Figure

3.1,

p.

66 lead to the box on the right which

is a willingness on the student's part to keep on struggling.
The behavioral
for

factors that affect the key proximal variable

"the extent to which at-risk students experience their

academic tasks as
p.

67.

involving" are outlined

in Figure 3.2,

The behavioral factors that affect the key proximal

variable "sense of belonging" are outlined in Figure 3.3,
p.

68.

The behavioral factors that affect the key proximal

variable "the
in Figure 3.4,

instrumental value of graduation" are outlined
p.

69.

And the behavioral factors that affect

the key proximal variable "the perceived likelihood of school
success" are outlined in Figure 3.5,

p.

70.

Each of the

boxes on the left of the diagrams describe causal variables
that directly affect the key proximal variable on the right.
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For example,

the variable in box 1 on Figure 3.2,

p.

67

the extent to which teachers are expected to attend workshops
to develop strategies for communicating,

understanding, and

teaching the at-risk student) directly affects
by arrows)
hand side

(as

indicated

the key proximal variable in the box on the right
(the extent to which at-risk students experience

their academic tasks as involving).
Likewise

in boxes 2 and 3 also in Figure 3.2,

variables on the left

p.

67 the

(as indicated by arrows) directly

affects the key proximal

in the box on the right

(the extent

to which at-risk students experience their academic tasks as
involving).
All 3 boxes on Figure 3.2,

p.

67 are bracketed

indicating that these three causal variables can affect each
other while also independently affecting the key positive
variable

.

Figures 3.3,

p.

68,

outlined the same way,

3.4,

p.

69 and 3.5,

with causal variables

p.

70 are

in the boxes

in

the left and arrows leading into the key proximal variable in
the boxes on the right.

Brackets

in each of these diagrams

indicate which causal variables affect each other, while also
independently affecting the key proximal variable.

Key Proximal Variables and Interventions

These key proximal variables and causal variables
indicate that

interventions designed by school personnel
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could affect at-risk student's decisions to continue to
struggle to finish high school.

For example,

teachers who

attend workshops are likely to develop a deeper understanding
of at-risk students from a social and academic standpoint.
Workshops will also help teachers to develop communication
skills and teaching strategies designed to enable at-risk
students to learn.

The use of such strategies will

increase

the likelihood that at-risk students will experience their
academic tasks as

involving.

It is likely that a combination of such interventions
will have a positive affect on at-risk students and will
ultimately be successful

in reducing the dropout rate.

Other

interventions that will affect all other key proximal
variables will be discussed below.
Each student may not need each intervention.
potential dropouts have

However,

individual needs and a program's

success depends on how well teachers can meet those needs
(Courath,
to

(1)

1987).

Therefore,

it is necessary for each school

identify the needs of their students, and

(2) develop

goals and teaching strategies based on these needs.
example,

For

some students may need counseling, while another

student may need remedial teaching.
to be successful,

For these interventions

it would be necessary to have teachers who

follow through, and see to it that those students who are at
risk participate

in these programs.

These teachers need to

be educated to and understand the needs of the at-risk
student and they need to be

informed of the options available
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to the at-risk student.

Whatever the program,

clearly understand their role in the process.

teachers must
Teachers are

the backbone of a prevention program, and unless they know
their responsibilities and expectations,
at risk

(Courath,

the program will be

1987).

Each school may have one or more people
the size of the school)
prevention programs.
help administrators,
risk student,

who are responsible for dropout

The goal of their job would be to
teachers, and staff understand the at-

and to develop and implement procedures,

make sure that within the school year,
participates
their needs.

(depending on

to

each student

in programs that have been identified to meet
The dropout prevention person/s would also have

the responsibility to make known to these students the type
of services available,

i.e.

group and individual counseling,

tutoring,

career mentor programs,

(Courath,

1987 ) .

and job shadowing,

etc.

The interventions that ultimately affect the key
proximal variables should be designed to meet the needs of
the students whose characteristics identify them as at risk.
The following is a discussion of the key proximal variables
and interventions that affect them.

Some of the

interventions overlap, and apply to more than one proximal
variable.
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Interventions that Effect the Key Proximal Variables

The extent to which students experience their academic
tasks as involving:

Glasser

(1986)

stated that "a good

school could be defined as a place where almost all students
believe that if they do some work,

they will be able to

satisfy their needs enough so that it makes sense to keep
working"

(p.

15).

Schools must find creative ways to

maximize the extent to which at-risk students feel involved
in their school work.
(1988)

The William T.

Grant Foundation,

recommended that "schools improve their ability to

accommodate different learning styles by expanding the
variety of instructional methods available to students and
their teachers"

(p.

35).

This becomes even more

important as

we enter the 21st century, where student's main source of
entertainment

is television and computer games.

It is most

likely that today's students were first introduced to the
alphabet and numbers through the popular television show
"Sesame Street".

This television program produced a cartoon

approach to develop the foundations of reading,

writing,

arithmetic, and science in young children. These programs
made learning fun and kept children interested and

involved.

Interventions that can affect this key proximal variable
include:
a)

workshops for teachers

b)

peer tutors

c)

games and puzzles that pertain to subject
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d)

satellite programs with current media coverage

e)

laboratory,

experiential type programs for reading,

math, and writing
Workshops for teachers can provide an understanding of
the at-risk student and also help them to develop new
strategies for teaching them.

Hanushek

(1970)

observed that

the more recently teachers were exposed to learning in their
subject matter of interest,

the higher the achievement in the

classroom.
A peer tutorial program has many benefits for the student
and can be fun.

It can feed the adolescents natural

dependency for peer support.

Also a student may be more

comfortable asking questions of a peer, and in turn a peer
may be able to explain a problem in more understandable terms
for a another peer.
In the classroom teachers have many opportunities to
make learning more fun by using a variety of different
teaching methods available in today's market.

For example a

math teacher may use "math trivia" once a week as a way to
examine a group of student's understanding of concepts that
were

introduced that week

in class.

This can also be done in

English classes to examine the student's comprehension of the
reading material.
T.

This notion was supported by The William

Grant Foundation Commission

(1988),

young people have the capacity to learn

"we believe that all
.

.

.

but how, where

and when they learn should be determined by what works best
for them"

(p.

34).
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A satellite program will reflect the early learning that
today’s student is used to.

This satellite program is

produced primarily for schools.

What it will do for example,

is bring into the classroom a television program of current
news events,

followed by discussion questions.

These

programs could be used for social studies, math,

science or

reading.
A laboratory setting can also make learning fun.

In

laboratories students have the opportunity for hands on,
experiential type of activities.
designed,

These activities are

to enable the student to explore and discover,

through trial and error,

the most appropriate answer.

The

students not only have fun working with their peers, but the
laboratory setting also gives the student,

the

independence

to discover answers for themselves.
Sense of Belonging:

Interventions listed under the

other key proximal variables will also contribute to making
the student feel that they belong.

"A sense of belonging"

refers to a student's level of comfort with both peers and
school-based adults.

Littky (1988)

emphasized that what a

school becomes depends more on how people treat each other
than on anything else.
software,
values.

He also stated that "no slogan,

no

no shortcut can conjure up this most basic of
The old adage

'relationship first,

applies equally to a class or a committee"

task second'
(p.

4).

Interventions that affect this key proximal variable are as
follows:

54

f)

the availability of teachers

g)

efforts to involve students in tasks that are useful
and meaningful to the school

h)

workshops for teachers to understand and communicate
with at-risk students

i)

role models that reflect the racial/ethnic
composition of the school

j)

counseling services,

individual,

group and peer

k)

effort to involve students in extra-curricular
activities

When teachers make known to students that they are
available,
(1985)

they convey the message that they care.

Elkind

stated that "children with high expectancy and

enthusiasm are turned off when there
environment'

is

and some children acquire

helplessness"'

(p.

175).

'a non-supportive
'learned

A teacher who is available to

students may be in school a half a hour before school begins
or a half hour after school.
student activities,

i.e.

They may choose to attend more

sports,

concerts,

contests,

etc.

They may offer their services to accompany the student on
various activities or simply give their home phone number to
the student.
Workshops provide the teachers with an understanding of
different needs of at-risk students

in today's world.

Teenagers today are subjected to stress far greater than that
experienced by earlier generations.

Statistics that measure

social behavior bear witness to these sad truths
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(Youngs 1985).

Workshops can be part of teachers in-service

education and can address many issues concerning at-risk
students.
Extracurricular activities provide many opportunities
for students to feel a sense of belonging.

The most common

of these activities for both male and female students are
sports.

The dropout prevention director will make known to

at-risk students when sign-ups are for various sports,
them ample time to sign up.

The student who becomes part of

a team will spend at the least two hours everyday,
least two months,
building,

giving

with the same group of kids.

for at

Through team

relationships are formed with peers and coaches.

Not only will students belong to a team,

they will also

develop a sense of belonging to the school.
In addition to sports,

opportunities exist to get

involved in tasks that are meaningful to the school.
activities

include volunteering for the theater,

fundraising,

These

band,

or serving on committees for the purpose of

planning for dances,

proms,

purchasing school rings and

community service activities.
introduce new students

Also schools need students to

into the school milieu.

Many schools

may have students who are in wheelchairs, who could use and
appreciate the aid of a peer

i.e.

school concert or sports event.

to accompany them to a
"Through voluntary service

to others our youth would come to understand that life
process of both giving and getting.
not be seen,

.

.

.Young people would

or see themselves as dependents or as mere
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is a

takers for parents,

families, and the community.

they would become contributors,
with adults
old alike”
p.48).

problem-solvers,

Rather,
and partners

in creating a better society for all,
(William T.

young and

Grant Commissioners Report,

1988,

The dropout prevention director must have or develop

procedures for making at risk students aware of these and
other activities.

Just being approached and asked to join

something gives one a sense of belonging.
Having a staff that represents the racial ethnic
composition of schools is crucial,
because

especially for minorities,

it gives students a sense of belonging.

Dropout

rates for black students are almost twice as great as for
white student, and dropout rates
more than twice as great

for Hispanic students are

(Howe & Edelman,

1986).

Therefore

it becomes very important for schools to make every effort
when hiring to seek out minorities that can serve as role
models.

Minorities are underrepresented in educational

programs

(Bowman & Shepard,

1986).

The number of role models

that a school has to reflect the racial/ethnic composition of
the school,

will not only influence how students feel about

themselves,

but also how they feel about the school.

Individual and group counseling is another avenue for
developing relationships with peers and adults.

Students who

are identified as at-risk may be invited to take part in a
group.

In the Quincy Public School System, Quincy, Ma.,

group work has been chosen as a primary service modality,

for

addressing some of the causes that result in students failure
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and leaving school without graduating.

Group work was chosen

because it reflects the adolescent dependency on peer support
and allows more students to receive services at a given time.
For the students,

counseling groups provide an opportunity

for them to see that others share their problems,

that they

are not alone and that there are caring adults in the school
available to them
Association,

(Massachusetts School Psychologist

1988).

A similar situation may occur

in individual counseling,

except that this relationship will occur with one school
based adult.

Individual or group counseling should depend on

the needs of the student, as defined by the dropout
prevention staff

in collaboration with the school

counselor/psychologist.

Many students may not be ready to

jump into a group situation.
very threatening experience,
and/or

For some a group could be a
especially if they don't fit in

if they have low self-esteem.

Some students begin

with individual counseling and on the counselors
recommendation may later join group counseling.
Instrumental Value of Graduation:

the commitment to

struggle and sacrifice for the future requires a belief that
the future holds some value

(Kunisawa,

1988).

Academic

ability is not the main reason for at-risk students to drop
out of school and poverty is not the sole element.
issue
1990).

is the value placed on a high school diploma

A central
(Fine,

A school that has a program in place that conveys to
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at-risk students the value of graduation from high school
will more likely have success

in reducing the dropout rate.

Interventions that affect this key proximal variable include:

l.

job shadowing and career mentoring programs

m.

a system to communicate the availability of
programs

n.

individualized advising with counselor

o.

a system to communicate with parents

p.

a staff that is trained and informed and willing
to meet with at-risk students

The vocational component of a high school education can
include job shadowing and career mentoring programs.

These

programs will provide at-risk students with an introduction
to the world of work.

Many at-risk students who have stayed

in school have testified that had it not been for their
vocational programs,
Foundation,

they would have dropped out

(W.

T. Grant

1988).

Career mentoring is good for students who have no idea
what they might be

interested

graduate from high school.

in doing,

if and when they

A career mentor program will

provide the opportunity to visit different work places and
observe different occupations first hand.
For the more focused student,

a job shadowing program

would provide at-risk students the opportunity to spend at
least one whole day,
their interest.

working with someone

in a occupation of

This guided work experience should be
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essential to a high school education, and not merely an
elective part

(Goodlad,

1984).

Career mentoring and job shadowing programs not only
give the student an understanding of the job market,

they

also provide them with an understanding of why certain
courses are required for graduation.

For example working in

a building supply store a student would see applied math
first hand,

simply by measuring a room to determine how much

lumber is needed.

And they will find that reading and

writing skills are required

in some way in every job.

A school that has career mentor and job shadowing
programs will have an assigned staff member

(generally a

guidance/vocational counselor) who will maintain a file with
a number of company names who employ a variety of
occupations.

The counselor would set up regularly scheduled

appointments to explore with students opportunities that are
most suitable to their needs.
their

To further help students focus

interests and narrow possibilities the counselor may

administer a career

interest inventory.

The results of this

inventory would determine what type of work experience would
be in the student’s best interest.
The trained dropout prevention staff member can be
responsible for making the program options known to at-risk
students,

faculty,

and parents.

They can begin by making an

effort to inform classroom teachers of what is available to
help struggling students.

This

is

important because

classroom teachers are sometimes the first ones to know that

60

a student is

in trouble.

If teachers are informed they will

know where to direct such students.

Informing teachers and

faculty in general can be done through faculty meetings,
workshops, and weekly or monthly printouts that can be placed
in teacher mailboxes.
mailings sent home,

Informing students can be done through

in school posters,

peer educators and

regularly scheduled meetings with a trained dropout
prevention staff or counselor.
The better a school's system for communicating with the
parents of at-risk students the more

it is likely to have

parents who understand the value of what's going on in the
school and who will convey this to their student.
Consequently,

they will be supporting their student's efforts

to keep on struggling to finish high school.

This

communication can consist of a mailing once or twice a year
to keep parents

informed of up coming events.

Parent

conferences can be scheduled in the evening or at the
parent's convenience.

Parent education can include

speakers into the school a couple of times a year.
can include:

raising your child's self-esteem;

communicate effectively with your teenager;
activities,

inviting
Topics

how to

or popular

books and games that have proved successful with

teenagers.
Perceived likelihood of School Success:
to remain in school,
chance to succeed.

If students are

they must believe that they have a
In an effort to reduce the dropout rate,

some school reform movements have encouraged schools to set
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higher standards for their students.
college-bound students,
well

in school,

This may be fine for

but for student's that have not fared

this approach may only further penalize them.

Our schools rewards students who learn well through
conventional means,

but some students may need more help

getting started

T.

(1985)

(W.

Grant Foundation,

1988).

Elkind

stated that "Many students acquire learned

helplessness at school when they are confronted with learning
tasks that are too difficult for their level of ability"
(p.

176).

variable

Interventions that effect this key proximal
"Perceived Likelihood of School Success"

include:

q.

smaller classes

r.

workshops for teachers

s.

former at-risk students used as role models

t.

individual course scheduling to help at-risk
develop realistic goals

u.

teach and assist at-risk students so that
they will know they are capable of success

v.

encourage at-risk students to seek help

w.

make known to at-risk students that faculty
are available,

before,

during and after school

Research indicates that small class sizes produce
increased student achievement,
processes and environment,
behavior,

a positive effect on classroom

improved student attitudes and

and greater teacher satisfaction

Education Association,

1990)

(National

Teachers who have smaller

classes will have more time to work individually with at-risk
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students.

They will also have more time to implement

strategies that will enable students to feel successful.
example,

For

if teachers know the ability and style of the

learning for

individual students,

they can plan their lessons

and tests accordingly, assuring at-risk student some success.
This extra attention will help motivate students and help
them to perceive themselves as successful.
As discussed under the proximal variable "sense of
belonging," teachers who attend workshops understand the
needs of at-risk students and are better able to communicate
and implement teaching strategies to meet their needs.

The

combination of supporting students and not tagging them as
failures encourage at-risk students to keep on trying.

They

may sense that teachers understand their needs, and may begin
to experience more success in the classroom (Courath,

1986).

Former at-risk students can provide a very useful
service to the school.

They can show by their example that

at-risk students can be successful.

Dropout prevention staff

can invite former at-risk students to share their experiences
at meetings.

Counselors may choose to have them in group

counseling with at-risk students.

Not only might this give

at-risk students a perception that they too can succeed,

it

might also give the former at-risk students a sense of
belonging.
The school that has available individual counseling for
course scheduling will enable students to plan a realistic
program suitable to their needs.
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Prior to any semester,

a

guidance counselor should initiate one or more meetings
(depending on student's needs)

with the at-risk student to

discuss the courses they may take for the upcoming semester.
Together the counselor and student will agree on a course
selection that is realistic,

and that the student and

counselor perceives as attainable

in terms of the student's

abilities and style of learning.
Educators are called upon more and more to teach
students that they are capable and responsible.
accomplished by encouraging responsible behavior,

This can be
e.g.,

completing homework and handing assignments in on time.
Responsible behavior

is likely to have positive results,

which may convey to students that they are capable,
increasing the student's self worth.

thus,

Potential dropouts

commonly are unwilling to accept responsibility for their
mistakes.

They also refuse to accept responsibility for

their successes,
instead.

giving credit to their teacher or to luck

A lack of confidence and a sense of having no

control over their lives accounts for their willingness to
give up

(Courath,

1986).

Teachers must encourage at-risk students to show up for
help before, during, and after school.

If a student does not

show up for a scheduled appointment for extra help,
teacher should pursue this with the student,

the

helping them to

recognize the importance of coming for extra help and keeping
appointments.

Counselors can also follow up on students who

have missed scheduled appointments.
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When the student

understands that this is important to the staff,
too may begin to feel

it is

then they

important.

At-risk students may need help from more than one
teacher and this could become overwhelming.

Counselors may

be needed to help coordinate schedules.

Teachers need to

make known their schedules to students.

This can be done by

keeping the schedule of the days that they stay after school
posted where students will have easy access to it.
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Extent to which at-risk students
experience their academic
tasks as involving

Sense of belonging

Willingness to
keep on
struggling

Instrumental value of graduation

Perceived likelihood of school
success

Figure 3.1

Four Key Proximal Variables Leading to a
Student's Willingness to Keep on Struggling.
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The extent to which teachers are
expected to attend workshops to
develop strategies for
communicating, understanding,
and teaching the at-risk student.
<-f M
3* X
CD c+
CD

3
c+

The
extent to which the school
offers a variety of different
methods for teaching the at-risk
student e.g.
-within class ability groups
-students helping students
(peer tutors)
-using
puzzles and games
for teaching
-use of satellite programs
with current media coverage
-the availability of math
computer, writing and
reading labs
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The extent to which the
school communicates program
options to at-risk students

Figure 3.2

Variables Leading to the Key Proximal Variable
♦'The Extent to which At-Risk Students
Experience their Academic Tasks as Involving".
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The extent to which teachers are
willing to make themselves
available before, during, and
after school to at-risk students

The extent to which the school tries to
involve at-risk students in tasks that
are meaningful and useful to the school

The extent to which the teachers
are expected to attend workshops to
develop strategies for understanding,
communicating, and teaching at-risk
students

CO
(D

3
OJ

n>
o

Hj

Cd
H
O
<D

3

The number of teacher role models
that reflect the racial ethnic
composition of the school

H*
3
0*}

The extent to which the school provides
or assigns individual, group, or peer
counseling to at-risk students to
foster the development of significant
relationships with peers and schoolbased adults

The extent to which the school makes an
effort to get at-risk students to
partake in extra-curricular activities

Figure 3.3

Variables Leading to the Key Proximal Variable
"Sense of Belonging"
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The number of opportunities for
job shadowing and career mentor
programs specifically available
to at-risk students

The extent to which the
school communicates the
availability of job
shadowing and career
mentor programs

The extent to which the school
provides at-risk students
with individualized advising
regarding career possibilities,
career and college requirements,
available programs, and useful
courses

The extent to which the school makes
an effort to communicate to parents
the value of high school education

The degree to which the school makes
an effort to communicate to at-risk
students the benefits of remaining
in school

Figure 3.4

Variables Leading to the Key Proximal Variable
"The Instrumental Value of Graduation”
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The extent to which the school
makes an effort to have
reduced class sizes

The extent to which teachers
are expected to attend
workshops to develop
strategies for understanding,
communicating, and teaching
at-risk students

The extent to which at-risk
students possess realistic
goals and expectations and
perceives them to be so

I The

extent to which teachers
and counselors who genuinely
believe that a given student
has the capacity to succeed, and
convey this faith to the student,
along with their willingness
to provide assistance

The extent to which
school personnel helps
students examine and
overcome their resist¬
ance to seeking or
accepting help

Perceived likelihood of school success

The extent to which the school
deploys successful former
at-risk students as role
models for current at-risk
students

|The extent to which
lat-risk students
Jovercome their
(resistance to seeking
lor accepting help

The extent to which teachers
make known to at-risk students
that they are available, before,
during and after school

Figure 3.5

Variables Leading to the Key Proximal variable
*'The Perceived Likelihood of School Success”.
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CHAPTER

IV

METHOD

The general goal of this study was to test the
hypothesis that schools that had programs that were highly
likely to have a positive effect on the key proximal
variables

(Diagram 3.1,

p.

66)

would be more successful

in

reducing their dropout rates than schools that had programs
that are not likely to have such an effect.

The questions

that this research attempts to answer are as follows:.

Research Questions

1.

Is there a relationship between the magnitude of a

school's programmatic efforts to increase student's sense of
belonging and the size of
2.

it's dropout rate?

Is there a relationship between the magnitude of a

school's programmatic efforts to help students experience
their academic tasks as

involving and the size of

it's

dropout rate?
3.

Is there a relationship between the magnitude of a

school's programmatic efforts to increase the student's
instrumental value of graduation and the size of

it's dropout

rate?
4.

Is there a relationship between the magnitude of a

school's programmatic efforts to increase the student's
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perception that they are likely to succeed and the size of
it's dropout rate?

Sampling

The population for this study included 34 schools in
Massachusetts that were funded for dropout prevention
programs for 1987 through 1990.
and compared for size,

These schools were examined

community type, and the percent

increase and decrease in the dropout rate for all four school
years.

Out of a pool of 34 schools,

12 urban high schools

were selected and categorized by size and differences in the
percent increases and decreases
1987-1990 school year

in the dropout rate,

(Appendix A,

p.

138).

for the

The enrollment

for these high schools varied from approximately 530 to
2,100.

Pseudonyms were used for this study.

Initially the plan was to study five matched pairs of
schools;

each pair was to consist of members that were

comparable

in size and community type,

but differed with

respect to their success in decreasing their dropout rate.
At first I

identified five pairs of schools, at least one

pair of which was respectively rural,

suburban, and urban.

then examined their dropout rates hoping to get a pattern of
continued increases in one member of the matched pair and
continued decreases
period.

in its counterpart over a four year

Between 1988 and 1989,

in dropout rate went

the increases and decreases

in the same direction for these five
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I

pairs of schools as they had between 1987 and 1988.

However,

since the dropout reports for 1990 broke the pattern,
it was no longer possible to carry out original plan.
this point,

At

the notion of varying community type was

abandoned and 12 urban schools were chosen.

Community type

was held constant to maximize the extent to which variability
among school dropout rates might be attributable to variation
among dropout prevention programs.
The objective of this study was to identify programmatic
sources of variance
schools,

and

(b)

in

(a)

changes

the dropout rates of the 12

in dropout rates from year to year.

Also explored were any other policy changes or programs that
may have been implemented in schools that may have
contributed in some way to success

in reducing the dropout

rate.
In each school the personnel that were interviewed for
this study included administrators and/or directors of
dropout prevention.

Instrumentation
A questionnaire,
were designed,

interview questions, and rating scales

based mostly upon variables that were

hypothesized to affect the key proximal variables discussed
in chapter 3.
The questionnaire consisted of approximately 38 openended questions

(Appendix D,

p.

141).

The questions were

constructed to test the hypothesis that variables
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in the

causal chains
3.4,

p.

69;

(Figures 3.1,

and 3.5,

Some questions were

p.

p.

66;

3.2,

p.

67;

3.3,

p.

68;

70) would effect the dropout rate.

included pertaining to program coherence

and others probed for anything else that might have been
happening in the school and the community that may have had
an affect on the dropout rate.

Each school's program efforts

on each proximal variable were rated for each school year.
Program coherence was also given a separate rating.
Using the Rating Scale

(Appendix C,

p.

140)

each

school's program was categorized and rated for each school
year

(1987-1990)

on each proximal variable as follows:

no program relating to the variables,

received a score of 1;

(2) a moderate program relating to the variables,
score of 2; and

(1)

received a

(3) a strong program relating to the

variables received a score of

4.

The category "no program" meant that a school had
absolutely none of the programs

in place relating to the

variables that were hypothesized in this research to reduce
dropout rate.

The category "moderate program" was used for

schools that had programs in place relating to the variables,
but were not designed specifically for at-risk students
(although many at-risk students took part in them).

The

category "strong program" was used for schools whose
programmatic efforts were specifically designed to meet the
needs of at-risk students, and related to the variables
this study.

Schools that had strong programs were

implementing programs

in a degree that was significantly
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in

greater than the other categories.
A score of 1 was giving for no programs; a score of two
was given for moderate programs; and a score of 4 was given
for strong programs.

The scores 1,

2 and 4 were chosen to

indicate that strong programs were at least twice as strong
as the moderate programs,

so that they may be more easily

distinguished from the others.

This was especially important

for schools that had emerged as strong programs during the
last two years.

Some schools were slow getting started.

Some schools experimented until they found the right
combinations of variables that worked for them.

And other

schools did nothing to implement programs for at-risk
students.

Thus,

in my opinion doubling scores for each

category more accurately represented the school's programatic
efforts.

The scores 1,

2 and 4 did not effect the results

in

the final analysis.
Data from the Rating Scale were calculated and presented
later
6.4,

in Tables 6.1,
p.

p.

117;

6.2,

p.

118;

6.3,

p.

119; and

120.

Steps in Data Collection

(1)

The State Department of Education was contacted for

the following information;

(a)

the names of the 34 schools

that were funded for dropout prevention and

(b)

the names of

the program directors for each of these schools.
(2)

Twelve urban high schools were selected to fulfill
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the requirements of this study (Appendix A,
(3)

A letter

(appendix B,

p.

p.

138).

139) was sent to both the

superintendent and the Program Director for Dropout
Prevention of each of the schools explaining the research and
requesting permission to use their school in this research.
(4)

Each school's dropout proposals were requested and

examined for program components in each school

included in

this study.
(5)

A questionnaire

(Appendix D,

p.

141) was hand

carried to twelve schools, and given to the person
responsible for dropout programs
(6)

A phone call made to each Program Director to set

up an appointment.
hours.

in these schools.

Each appointment took approximately two

This time was used for the

interview to discuss the

district's Dropout Prevention Program, and to complete the
questionnaire.
(7)

Each of the programs was rated using the scale

described above on each of the proximal variables for each of
the schools,

for school years 1987 through 1990.

Data Analysis

Several scores were derived from the rating scale
(Appendix C,

p.

140).

For each school year

(1987-1990),

each

proximal variable was given a score on each question based on
the strength of the programs efforts.

The strength of

program efforts were categorized and rated by the following:
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(1)

no program = 1,

(2) moderate program = 2
(3)

strong program = 4.

The scores for each year were calculated so that a
comparison could be made regarding the strength of the
program for each school year and the dropout rate.
Each proximal variable for each school had the
possibility of five scores:

one for each school year and an

overall total score for each proximal variable
6.1,

p.

117;

Therefore,

6.2,

p.

118;

6.3,

p.

(

119; and 6.4,

Table
p.

120).

comparisons were made between the strength of

proximal variable and the dropout rate.
Each school also received a separate program coherence
score.
The analysis was divided into three parts:
(1)

Relationship of programmatic supportiveness
to dropout rate for each school year,
proximal variable.

for each

Altogether each school had the

possibility of 20 school point-in-time
combinations

(Appendix C,

p.

140).

This

included 5

comparison for each of the four proximal variables
(one for each school year and a total score for
each proximal variable).
(2)

Relationship to program coherence to all four
proximal variables and to the dropout rate.
To analyze the above data in detail the Statistical
Package of the Social sciences
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(SPSS) was utilized

to conduct a stepwise regression analysis.
(3)

In addition to the statistical analysis, an attempt
was also made to gather

information regarding any

other program features that existed over 4 years
that had an impact on the dropout program.
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CHAPTER

V

THE SCHOOLS IN THE SAMPLE

Profiles

This chapter presents a profile of all 12 schools in the
study.

The schools are presented in alphabetical order and

also from the smallest population to the largest population.
To protect the

identity of the schools pseudonyms were used.

The profiles begin with a description of the school's
demographics which includes,

size,

locations,

racial ethnic

breakdown of school and staff, and the mean dropout rate.
This

is followed by a description of the dropout program for

each school.

Belfast High School

Belfast High School

is a comprehensive high school

located in the outskirts of the city.
the 12 schools

It was the smallest of

in the study with an enrollment of 530.

have approximately 10 minority students
minority faculty member.

They

in the school and one

The mean dropout rate for the study

period was 5.15%.
Four years ago the school hired a program director to
oversee dropout prevention programs.

The focus of this

position was to oversee programs for at-risk students for the
entire school district.

The majority of changes were
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implemented in the middle school.

Four years ago the school

hired two teachers and two guidance counselors to work
primarily with at-risk students.

Small classes were created

and students received individual and group counseling on a
regular basis.

Two years ago this program was discontinued.

The most significant change at the high school level
occurred two years ago.

The school hired a consultant to

work with teachers as part of a cooperative learning program.
Teachers volunteered to take part in this program, which was
designed to help them develop new teaching strategies in the
classroom.
Belfast High School does not offer any particular
programs for at-risk students.

Students who are

identified

with specific needs are referred to outside agencies.
In the
cut.

fourth year,

the program at the middle school was

The coordinator continued on a consultant basis to

staff and community.

The school formed a task force

consisting of 17 volunteers,
the school personnel.

representing a cross section of

Their purpose was to implement a

systemic school change to meet the needs of all students.

Cork High School

Cork High school
city.

is located on the outskirts of the

The school has approximately 730 students.

student body consisted of 95% white,

The

3% black and 2% Asian

The demographics are changing in this community and the
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minority enrollment is expected to increase.
all white.

The staff

is

The mean dropout rate for all four years was 6%

and had decreased over the four years.
program coordinator for all four years.

The schools had a
From the answers to

the questionnaires it appears that the school

is very well

equipped with resources to meet the needs of at-risk
students.

Career education,

peer tutoring, and peer,

individual, and group counseling were working programs in
this high school.
Three years ago the conduct policy was revamped, and an
all out effort was made to enforce this policy consistently.
Two years ago,

a computer program was put in place that

enables the school to pick up any at-risk students
immediately.

At that time,

a summer school was created so

that students could make up course they had failed during the
school year.

An awareness of at-risk students has increased

in the community during the four years.

As a result,

many

companies in the city offered the students jobs with the
condition that they stay in school.
The school has an intervention team that is made up of a
cross section of high school staff who meet weekly to
identify at-risk students and discuss their needs.
was

This Team

in place for the last three years of the program.

The

students in general are aware of the intervention team and
can refer themselves or can refer other students.
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The success of the program cannot be attributed to one
specific intervention.

The program director referred to the

problems as multifaceted needing many services.

Dingle High School

Dingle High School

is located on the outskirts of a

large metropolitan district.
approximately 970.

The school has a population of

The majority of students

(92%) are white,

with 6% Hispanic and 2% black The staff is primarily white.
The school has two minority faculty members.
dropout rate for this study was 8.63%.

The mean

The school had a

Dropout Coordinator for all four years.

Prior to becoming

Dropout Coordinator this person was a teacher within the
school for the previous thirty years.

His job was to

identify the needs of the at-risk population and make
recommendations and oversee the program.
The first year of the program six people were hired:
program coordinator,
teachers,

two counselors,

the

two transitional

and a Parenting Teen Advisor.

The counselors and

transitional teachers were housed at the middle school level.
The parenting Teen Advisor covered two high schools in the
city.

Each year the school had a reduction in staff.

two years,
counselor.

After

the middle school had only one teacher and
The fourth year,

the program coordinator was

reduced to half time and the parenting teen advisor continued
full time

in two schools.
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The

intervention that was implemented to reduce high

school dropouts was primarily at the middle school level.

The

focus of this program was small classes with individual
attention and individual and group counseling.

Most

significant to that program was reported to be a new credit
system that enabled students to graduate to a higher level
more quickly.

Prior to that,

some students stayed in middle

school two to three years longer, making them much older that
their peers.
In general at Dingle High School, at-risk students
participated in the same programs as all others students.

No

particular programs were identified for just at-risk
students.

Students were referred for outside community

services as needed.
The program coordinator reported that the most important
need in the school was to increase staff awareness of the
needs of at-risk students.

The school make a conscious

effort to offer many all expense paid workshops to teachers.
Increasing teacher’s awareness of at-risk students was
reported as having the most significant impact in reducing
the dropout rate.

Donegal High School

Donegal High School
city.

is located in the center of a big

The school has approximately 1,000 students and 90

faculty members.

The mean dropout rate for this study was
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10.1%.

The racial/ethnic composition of the school consists

of 65% white and 35% minority.
The minority enrollment has

They have 4 minority staff.

increased over the last 5 years.

Classes that have at-risk-students have student teacher
ratios of 12/1 to 16/1.
The school does not have a program coordinator for
dropout prevention in the school district.

They hired an

adjustment counselor the third year of the program and a
part-time social worker.

The administration,

teachers, and

guidance counselors coordinated their efforts to meet the
needs of the at-risk student.
Within the school there

is not much in the way of

additional services for at-risk students.

A supportive

climate exists within the school where all students are
encouraged to participate

in extracurricular activities.

The

school depends on community resources to service at-risk
students.

For example,

the State College

in town provides

tutors to at-risk students and the community offers a day
care center

for parenting teen mothers.

What is unique to this school

is a veteran staff that

appears to be very supportive of each other.

The

Superintendent is very supportive of the principal and the
principal speaks highly of the staff.
as very cooperative and flexible.

The staff

is described

The principal was a teacher

within the school for 25 years prior to becoming principal.
He is very well supported by staff,
administration.
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community, and central

Dublin High School

Dublin High School is located on the outskirts of a
large metropolitan district.

The school has an enrollment of

1,100 and a mean dropout rate of 4.34% for the four years of
this study.

The minority population consists of

approximately 5%.

They hired one black counselor

minority staff member)
The first year,

(the only

the first year of the program.

the school developed a program for the

purpose of developing a supportive environment for at-risk
students.

The program began at the middle school level and

in the second year was expanded to the high school.

The high

program has a dropout prevention coordinator and an assistant
(who was pursuing a degree

in counseling).

These two people

are housed in the center of the school and have a classroom
setup.

They do counseling,

tutoring,

course scheduling,

career planning and whatever else the student needs to
succeed.

At-risk students received individual attention and

a lot of support.
Participation in this program is voluntary.

Students

are required to sign a contract stating that they agreed to
work to the best of their ability while involved in the
program.

Approximately 30 student participated in the

program each year.
Teachers in this school were well
students.

informed of at-risk

The dropout coordinator sent each teacher a

complete outline of the criteria that would identify an at-
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risk student.

Each teacher was sent a referral form and was

also informed where more were available.
The most important component of the program was
attributed to the

individual attention the students received.

The success of the entire program was attributed to an
excellent principal and excellent staff.

Galway High School

Galway High School

is located in a suburban town and has

an enrollment of approximately 1,100.

The school

primarily white with 1% minority students.
rate for all 4 years was 5.9%.

is

The mean dropout

The school had a full time

dropout coordinator all four years.
The school services for at-risk students include:
tutors and individual,

group,

and career counseling.

peer
The

school and the community work together to find jobs for
students after school.

Several workshops exist in the school

for teachers and parents to develop skills to work with atrisk students.
The school changed the attendance policy 3 years ago and
made a big difference.

A student must have a 90% attendance

or else they will receive a failing grade.

Exceptions

included only those circumstances beyond the students
control.
Another change included modifying the high school
program for students who had previously been held back.
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Counselors work out programs with students so that they may
be able to graduate from high school

in three years.

This

may include taking summer school for a couple of years to
earn sufficient credit.
The program most focused on at-risk students takes place
in the 9th grade.
9th grade.

Of the approximately 250 students entering

Approximately 80 of them are most likely to have

difficulty in school.

These students are assigned with a

team of teachers trained to work with at-risk students.

This

program is considered the most important in reducing the
dropout rate.
The most important component of the dropout program is
having one person available to monitor programs and connect
at-risk students to that which will work for them.

Kerry High School

Kerry High School
city.

is located in the center of a large

The school has approximately 1,200 students.

racial/ethnic breakdown is 55% white,
and 8% Asian.
13.8%.

25% Hispanic,

The
12% black

The mean dropout rate for the four years was

The school offers a comprehensive program to meet the

needs of all students.
students

is 12/1.

coordinator
a teacher

The teacher student ratio for at-risk

The school had a full time program

for all four years.

This program coordinator was

in the high school for many years prior to

obtaining this position.

A full time at-risk counselor.
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housed in the high school,
program began.

was hired 2 years after the

The school developed a planning team to

develop a model program for at-risk students.
The first year the program began,
were
day.

50 at-risk students

identified and were kept together through the school
All subjects were taught by 4 teachers. They found that

this program did not work—students felt stigmatized.
second year,

all at-risk students were mainstreamed.

The school emphasized involving at-risk students
meaningful tasks.
students,

These

and snack bar,

working in the school store

and city clean up teams.

group,

in

included tutoring elementary

classroom assistants,

individual,

The

The school provides

career, and peer counseling.

Students are

referred to outside resources when necessary.
The program unique to the school

is the opportunity for

students to work during their study period.
service was provided within the school.
for assembly work

A community

Students get paid

(filling trays with nuts and bolts).

Students who have good attendance and are passing their
course are eligible to participate.
Two years ago a student was killed in the high school.
Students were standing around watching a fight and suddenly
one of the students

in the fight was on the floor bleeding

from a knife wound.

This tragedy had a big impact in the

school.

Teachers and students pulled together.

is now described as one happy family.
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The school

The most important components of the dropout program are
said to be the at-risk counselor and a supportive
administration.

Killarney High School

Killarney High School
large working class city.

is located in the center of a
The school has approximately 1,200

students with a very small minority group that has not
changed much over the last 4 years.
for this study was 5.58%.

The mean dropout rate

A lot of poverty exists in this

town and the school feels the effects of this.
The city has a separate school for pregnant and
parenting students.
students

This school has approximately 20

(numbers vary all of the time).

These students are

given the chance to finish their education while caring for
the needs of their baby.
Through State funding,

six intervention leaders were

hired and were placed in six schools
included two high schools,
community schools.

in the city.

two middle schools,

These

and two

Each intervention leader had the

responsibility of 20 students.
Intervention leaders provide

individual and group

counseling and help at-risk students to bring them to school,
and they advocate for students around course work,
attendance,

grades,

and activities.

The high school has an excellent peer counseling
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program.

Students were given a three week course

counseling at a University in the summer.
counselor advisor oversees the program.

in peer

A paid peer
This program was

implemented the second year of the study period.
In the fourth year of the program,

the school and the

community established a business partnership.

Students who

participated had the opportunity to work in the community and
receive high school credit while getting paid.

This program

is reported to be an excellent source for career mentoring.
During the first year of the program,

the school

developed a screening team which consisted of a cross section
of school personnel.

Their purpose

students and refer them to the

is to identify at-risk

intervention leaders.

This

team continues to meet.

Shannon High School

Shannon High School

is a new building located diagonally

across the street from a hospital,
community.

in a large urban

The school has approximately 1,200 students.

The

racial/ethnic composition of the student body is 55%
Hispanic,

41% white,

3% black and 1% Asian and 10% of the

staff are minorities.
was 11.53%.
the city.

The school

The mean dropout rate for this study
is one of two public high schools

The other high school is a vocational school.

school provides a full range of college preparatory,
education,

and career development programs.
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in
The

general

The school does not have a specific person in the high
school to coordinate programs for at-risk students.

They do

have a system vide dropout prevention coordinator who is
housed at the vocational school.

Through the four years,

this school had a full time Pregnant and Parenting
Coordinator.

The school also has a Health Center that is

staffed with two nurses and a physician one to two days a
week, depending on the need.

In the Health Clinic,

the

students can receive immunizations for mumps,
tetanus/diphtheria, measles,
comprehensive physical exams;
problems;

laboratory work

cultures);

polio, and rubella;
treatment of common health

(i.e.,

T.

B.

skin tests,

throat

and counseling on health related programs.

Many

of these services are coordinated with the community
hospital.
Through community cooperation,
study program for 85-100 students.
a.m.

the school has a work
Students leave at 11:00

to go to work and are able to earn high school credit.

The employer and the guidance counselor coordinate and
monitor the work study.
and,

The students find their own jobs

besides getting paid,

credit.

they also receive high school

This program began the third year of the program.

The Program Coordinator and the Vice Principal were

in

agreement that this was the most important component for atrisk students
study,

in the school.

On the third year of this

local community college students provided tutoring for

at-risk students.
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Tipperary High School

Tipperary High School
enrollment of 1,200.
years was 19.88%.

is an inner city school with an

The mean dropout rate for the four

The breakdown of the minority enrollment

consists of 35% white,

35% Hispanic, and 30% black.

The

percent minority of staff that reflects the racial ethnic
composition of the student body is 14%.

The school offers

students training in 22 skill areas that will prepare them
for entry into the

job market in their chosen fields and a

broad range of general courses to earn a high school diploma.
The students participate

in an alternating week schedule—

attending academic classes one week and working in their
chosen skill training area the following week.
The school does not have a program coordinator for atrisk students.

However,

they do have an at-risk counselor

who works with a selected group of students.

Also the school

has volunteer tutors from the community who come

in weekly.

Students selected for tutoring and counseling are referred by
teachers,

guidance, and administration.

In general,

programs for at-risk students are coordinated by the
principal and the director of guidance.
The

school has a discipline policy that has been very

difficult to enforce.

If students are late for school,

are supposed to stay after school.
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they

This does not happen.

Supposedly approximately 100 should stay for detention
everyday,

and for the most part they have 8 to 15.

resolve this issue,
civility room.

the school

implemented what they call a

The students who do not stay for detention

are expected to spend the next day back in school
civility room.
work with them.

To

in the

In this room are two full time counselors to
As part of the program,

speakers from the

community and former at-risk students are brought in.

The

goal of this program is to instill in students the value of
an education.

The civility room is considered to be the most

important component of the dropout program.

Tralee High School

Tralee High School
community.
1,350.

is located downtown in a large urban

The school has an enrollment of approximately

The mean dropout rate for this study was 17.08%.

racial/ethnic breakdown is 37% Hispanic,
white,

and 9% Asian.

35% black,

Out of 100 teachers,

The

20%

16 are minority.

The school offers a complete range of college preparatory and
business programs.

The school boasts that it is one of the

best equipped commercial high schools

in New England.

Its

computer labs and computer-related business equipment are
among the most modern in the State.
The school does not have a specific person to coordinate
programs for at-risk students.

Although the schools offers

many programs that could benefit at-risk students,
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there is

no formal method for identifying these students for these
programs.

Students who were failing,

truant,

most likely to be offered extra services.
counselors,

or absent are

Guidance

teachers or students recommended students for

programs.
One program offered to at-risk students include paid
part-time jobs after school that the school arranges with
local companies.
teachers.

These jobs are monitored by selected

This activity started the second year of the

program with 12 students and has since increased every year
to a maximum of 20.

A teen mother's group has also been

meeting weekly for the last two years of the program.

The

school has on staff a teacher to specifically work with drug
and alcohol awareness.

A counselor comes to the school for

1/2 day a week to meet with at-risk students.

The school

also refers students to outside sources when needed.

Waterford High School

Waterford High School is a new building located in a
large metropolitan area.

The school has approximately 2,100

students, which is the largest of the 12 schools in this
study.
white,

The racial/ethnic composition of the school
30% black,

19% Hispanic and 2% Asian.

mostly white with 9% black and 5% Hispanic.

is 49%

The staff

is

The school

is

one of three high schools in the city and provides a full
range of college preparatory,

general education, and career
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development programs.

The mean dropout rate for this school

over the three year study period was 3.5% which is
surprisingly low for an inner city school.
The school did not have a program coordinator for atrisk students.

They depend on teachers to recommend students

for extra help in math,
available

in the school.

writing and computer labs, which are
The school has a health center with

a nurse full time and a doctor available once a week or as
needed.

Pregnant students are able to take care of their

medical needs directly in school.

The school also has many

different clubs that meet a couple of times a week during
study periods.

These clubs include computer home room, video

home room and a parenting teen group.
What is unique to Waterford is the fact that this
school

is the

in the city to attend if you intended to prepare for

college.

The other two high schools

were geared toward

vocational and business careers.
Waterford High School was described by staff as having a
winning spirit and high expectations.

The three vice

principals and principal were described as a strong team who
worked closely together to meet the needs of students.
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CHAPTER

VI

RESULTS

Data Analysis

The rating scale

(Appendix C,

page 140) shows how scores

were obtained on each variable for each school.
were then transferred to Tables 6.1,
6.3,

p.

119 and 6.4,

p.

117,

6.2,

These scores
p.

118,

120 so that they could be examined and

compared to the dropout rate for each year.
tables lists each school,

Each of these

one of the proximal variables, and

the score each school received on that proximal variable.
Each school

is listed

in alphabetical order starting with the

school with the smallest enrollment to the school with the
largest enrollment.
1987,

1988,

all tables,

1989,

The dropout rate for each school for

and 1990 are listed next to the score on

so that comparisons can be made between the

dropout rate for each year and the score the school received
on each proximal variable.
Through the interviews,

program coherence began to

emerge as a likely significant variable for
dropout rate.

impacting the

Program coherence was measured by the efforts

of one or more people
at-risk students.

in a school to coordinate programs for

Therefore program coherence was given a

separate rating based on the same scale as the four key
proximal variables.

Table 6.5,
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p.

121 presents the

comparison scores and the dropout rates for program
coherence.
Table 6.6, p. 122 presents the means and standard
deviations for each proximal variable and the dropout rate.
A review of this table indicates that in 11 out of 12
instances, the mean scores for the proximal variables
increased with each year•

The mean scores for program

coherence remained the same for all four years indicating
that no change occurred during the four years.

The mean

scores for the dropout rate increased in 1988 and decreased
in 1989 and 1990.
Correlations between the dropout rates and all proximal
variables are presented in Table 6.7, p. 123.

The r

indicates the extent of the linear relationship between the
key proximal variable and the dropout rate.

The p indicates

the significance level of the relationship between the key
proximal variable and the dropout rate.
The correlation of the proximal variable "the extent to
which at-risk students experience their academic tasks as
involving" with the dropout rate for school years 1989
(r =-.47; p = .06) and 1990 (r -.40; p = .097) approaches
significance at the
1987 and 1988.

.05 level, but does not come close for

"Sense of belonging" came very close to

correlating significantly for 1988 (r =-.48; p = .06), and
did so in both 1989
p = .05).

(r =-.53; p =.04) and 1990 (r =-.49;

The "value of graduation" and the "likelihood of

school success" did not correlate significantly for any of
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the four school years.
program,

In 1987,

the first year of the

none of the four key proximal variables correlated

significantly with the dropout rate.
just missed correlating at the
both 1988

(r =-.48;

but did so in 1989

p =

’’Program Coherence"

.05 level of significance in

.06), and 1990

(r =-.52;

p =

(r =-.48;

p =

.06),

.04).

Multiple regression was used to further

investigate the

relationship between the dropout rate and the key proximal
variables.

The dropout rate was used as the criterion

variable, and the scores for proximal variables and program
coherence were used as predictors.
In the first phase of the analysis, all five predictors
were forced

into the equation,

to test the hypothesis that

the scores as a set would aid in predicting dropout rate for
that year.

Then, a stepwise procedure was

implemented,

wherein each variable was evaluated separately to determine
whether

its contribution over and above the other variables

in the equation was statistically significant.

If the

variable did not add significantly to prediction,
variable was removed.

that

This procedure was repeated until no

variables met the criterion to be removed.
The results of this procedure for 1987, are reported in
Table 6.8,

p.

124.

A review of this table reveals that four

of the five variables significantly impacted the dropout rate
for 1987.

Significance were t = 3.306

(p =

"academic tasks as involving" t = -2.523
"sense of belonging",

t = 2.875
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(p =

.016)

(p =

.028)

for

.045)

for

for the "value of

graduation",

t =

.512

(p =

.627)

school success" and t = -2.416
coherence".

for the "likelihood of

(p =

.052)

for "program

The "likelihood of school success" was not

significant at t =

.512

(p =

.627).

The overall level of

significance for all 5 variables combined was F =

.07.

The

R =.75 indicates that 75% of the variability in the dropout
brate can be explained by the predictors in the equation.
The stepwise procedures removed the variable "likelihood
of school success" resulting in a final analysis.

The

significance level for the four remaining variables in the
final analysis are listed.

The overall F associated with the

remainder of variables combined was significant at
R

=

.74

.03.

The

indicated that 74% of the variability in the dropout

rate can be explained by the predictors in the equation.
A review of Table 6.9,

p.

125 for 1988,

reveals the

variables and the significance levels in the first step.
variables

in the final analysis are "academic tasks as

involving" t = 3.619
t = -3.006

The

(p =

(p =

.020),

.009),

"sense of belonging"

"value of graduation" t = 2.002

.085, and "program coherence" t = -2.533
overall level of significance
.03 and the R =

(p =

.039).

(p =
The

in the final analysis was F =

.75.

A review of Table 6.10,
significant levels

p.

126 reveals the variables and

in step 1 analysis for 1989.

The

variable in the final analysis was "sense of belonging"
t = -1.961
was F =

(p =

.078) and the overall level of significance

.08 and the R

=

.28.
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A review of Table 6.11,

p.

127 reveals the variables and

significant levels in step 1 analysis for 1990.

Variables in

the final analysis were "sense of belonging" t = -3.006
(p =

.015) and "likelihood of school success" t = 2.201

(p =

.055).

The overall level of significance was F =

and the R was

.04

.51.

The study also investigated change scores for 1987,
1988,

1989, and 1990 against change

in the dropout rate.

regression analysis did not yield significant data.

A

This was

due to the small number of schools and low variability among
the scores.

Therefore change scores will be discussed later

in the chapter under the heading "Change Scores and the
Dropout Rate."
Results on the regression analysis are suspect due to
the small sample of schools

involved.

Discussion of Quantitative Research Results

This section summarizes and discusses the results of
this dissertation's quantitative research.

Possible

explanations for the results are explored.

The significance

and the limitations of the results are discussed.

Quantitative Scales and Questionnaire Results.

This research sought to explore the relationship between
the key proximal variables

(Figures 3.1,

100

p.

66;

3.2,

p.

67;

3•3,

p.

68;

3.4/

p.

69; and 3.5/

p.

70) and the dropout rate.

The results supported the main hypothesis that schools that
provided at-risk students with a strong support system were
successful

in reducing the dropout rate.

Specifically,

the

key proximal variables that correlated positively with the
dropout rate are "the extent to which the at-risk student
experience their academic tasks as
belonging".

involving"/

All four variables reached significance when

combined with other variables

(Tables 6.7,

p.

126; and 6.11,

124;

"a sense of

6.9/

p.

125;

6.10 p.

p.

123;
p.

6.8,

127).

Results indicated that schools that added programs did
not see any significant results for the first two years 1987
and 1988,

but did have a positive

1989, and 1990

(Table 6.6,

p.

impact on dropout rate

122).

in

This scenario is not

unusual as most new programs need time to get established.
Also at-risk students need time to trust that the school
sincere

is

in their efforts to help them to be successful.

Perceiving Academic Tasks as Involving

Scores on Table 6.1,

p.

117 indicated that schools that

added programs through the four years experienced a reduction
in the dropout rate.

Scores on Table 6.1 gave the results of

programmatic efforts for each school for the key proximal
variable "the extent that a student experience their academic
tasks as involving."
the questionnaire

Scores on this table were derived from

(Appendix D,

p.

101

141) questions 1-7.

Specifically,

questions addressed training for teachers,

peer

tutors, and learning that involved hands on laboratory
experiences.
A review of this Table 6.1,

p.

117 indicates that 10 out

of 12 schools added programs at some point during the 4
years.

Galway High received the highest scores in

programmatic efforts.

Specifically, what occurred in this

school during 1989, and 1990 was the implementation of a 9th
grade program for approximately 90 students
risk.

identified at

A team of four teachers worked throughout the entire

school year with these at-risk students.

Key to this program

was the four teachers who were trained specifically to work
with at-risk students.
The high score that Donegal High received was the result
of a very successful peer tutoring program. Two faculty
members got paid to train peer tutors.

The school had

approximately 20 trained peer tutors, many who were former
at-risk students.

At-risk students also had the opportunity

to attend laboratories

in reading,

receive credit for doing so.
workshops,

writing, and math, and to

To encourage staff to attend

the school had a policy where they could receive

credit toward the salary scale.
The high score that Dublin High received was a result of
laboratories available

in reading, writing, and math,

which at risk students received credit.
years,

teachers attended more workshops.

Over the last four
The School provided

substitute teachers and paid for the workshops.
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for

Peer tutors

were also available to at-risk students.
In Tipperary High,
workshops.

teachers were paid to attend

These workshops usually took place after school

and during the summer.

All workshops were well attended.

Teachers also had the option to sign their classes up for
laboratories in reading and math.
Low scores were received by Belfast High,
Killarney High, and Tralee High.

Dingle High,

Two of these school systems

—Belfast and Dingle—focused their efforts at the middle
school level,

which can explain a low score on programmatic

efforts at the high school level.
High,

Likewise with Killarney

they divided their efforts between the elementary,

middle,

and high school level.

On the other hand,

Tralee

High School's low score could not be explained other than to
say that scores

indicated no additional efforts on the part

of the school to encourage at-risk students to experience
their academic tasks as

involving.

Perceived Sense of Belonging

The scores on Table 6.2,
questionnaire

(Appendix D.

answers to questions 8-16.

p.

p.

118 were derived from the

141) and were the results of

Specifically, questions explored

what the schools were doing to increase the student's sense
of belonging.

Questions pertained to individual,

group counseling,

peer, and

the availability of teachers and the

racial/ethnic composition of staff and students.
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Schools that received the highest scores were Donegal
High,

Cork High,

Dublin High, and Galway High.

All of these

schools made an extra effort to convey to at-risk students
that they cared and wanted them to succeed.

Galway had four

trained teachers to work specifically with 9th grade at-risk
students.

These teachers had an agreement among themselves

that one teacher would always remain after school to be
available to students.

This team met daily to discuss the

program and make modifications when necessary.

Consequently,

they were tuned into the student’s needs and knew when to
make referrals for additional services.

Counseling was

available within the school.
Cork High School had a computer system available that
immediately picked up students that were at-risk.
aware of this system and the available services.
this school was the staff

Unique to

involvement with students

school concerts productions and sport activities.
intervention team

Staff were

in high
The

(who met weekly to discuss the needs of at-

risk students) also took the responsibility for getting to
know at-risk students.

At-risk students were assigned an

intervention team member as a primarily contact person.
Counseling services were available

in the school and the

school used former at-risk students as peer counselors.
Dublin High School had a full time teacher and assistant
available specifically to serve the needs of at-risk students
throughout the school day.
available

This teacher and assistant were

in a classroom that was centrally located making it
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easy for students to drop in.
to one or more studies
needs.

At-risk students were assigned

in this classroom, depending on their

Approximately 40 students took advantage of this

service.

Teachers were well

informed of this program and how

to identify students that would benefit from it.

Teachers

also received a weekly report on student’s progress.

The

school also has a mentor homeroom program where the at-risk
students met with the same teacher every morning throughout
the school year.

This provided students with the opportunity

to be well-known by another adult.

Therefore at-risk

students had the opportunity to be known well by at least
three adults

in the school,

thus giving them a sense of

belonging.
Unique to Donegal High was a veteran staff that worked
very well with each other and with administration.

Two years

ago a new superintendent was hired whose praises were sung by
both staff and administration.

Through their support for

each other they created within the school an atmosphere that
was caring.

Through the last 4 years teachers had become

more aware of the needs of at-risk students.

Now staff were

more willing to make themselves available before, after, and
during school.

Instrumental Value

Scores

in Table 6.3,

p.

in Graduation

119 were the results of

questions 17-23 on the questionnaire
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(Appendix D,

p.

141).

Specifically these questions addressed programmatic efforts
in career opportunities,

and the strength of the

communication within each school,

that would lead to the

instrumental value the at-risk student placed on graduation.
A high score received by Killarney High could be attributed
to a program developed by the community called Community
Business partnership with schools.

Students were given the

opportunity to work in the community and receive high school
credit and get paid for the work they did.

This program

became an excellent resource for career mentoring.
Communication also distinguished high scorers from low
scorers.

For example,

Donegal High had contact with parents

bi-weekly through the mail

informing both students and

parents of upcoming events and opportunities available to
them.

This variable did not correlate significantly for

any of the four years with the dropout rate.

However,

it did

prove significant in reducing the dropout rate when combined
with other variables in the regression analysis for 1987 and
1988

(Table 6.8,

124 and 6.9,

125).

Perceived Like1ihood of School Success

Scores on Table 6.4,
24-28 on the questionnaire

p.

120 were the result of questions

(Appendix D,

p.

141).

These

questions addressed issues that pertained to the key proximal
variable ”the likelihood of school success”.

Specifically,

the questions addressed the teacher/student ratio for at-risk
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students,

the use of former at-risk students,

how students'

courses are scheduled and policies on attendance,

grades,

absenteeisms, and homework.
The high score that Donegal High School received was
attributed to some definite changes in school policies that
occurred over the last three years.

Grades were no longer

attached to attendance and a rotating bell schedule allowed a
student to be late for just one class per week.

In that

school, also the teacher ratio for at-risk students was
reported to be 12/1 and 16/1.
course schedule

And students planned their

individually with a guidance counselor.

This

variable did not correlate significantly with the dropout
rate for any of the four years,

but did prove significant in

the regression analysis for 1990 when combined with another
variable.

Program Coherence

Scores for Table 6.5,

p.

121 were a result of answers to

questions 36-37 on the questionnaire
and also the interview.

(Appendix

D,

p.

141),

The ultimate goal of these questions

was to understand how well programs were coordinated within
the school.

Program Coherence correlated significantly with

the dropout rate at the
regression analysis,

.05 level for 1989.

In the

it proved significant for 1987 and 1988

when combined with "academic tasks as

involving",

belonging", and "perceived value of graduation".
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"sense of
Schools

received a score of 4
coordinator,

if they had a full time program

or a working system in place to identify and

meet the needs of at-risk students.
score of 2

A school received a

if they did not have a coordinator whose whole

purpose was to cordinate programs for at-risk students, but
had one or more people within the system that were

identified

as the staff that coordinated programs for at-risk students.
A school received a score of 1 when no particular person was
assigned or where programs were not consciously coordinated
to meet the needs of at-risk students.
The score that each school received the first year of
the program remained constant throughout the four years.

It

seemed that if they had a program coordinator the first year
they were more likely to have a coordinator the second,
and fourth.

Each year,

were cut significantly,

third

state funds for dropout prevention
so therefore,

have a program coordinator

schools that did not

in place when they had plenty of

money the first year to fund the position found
fund such a position in the years that followed.
that had a program coordinator

it hard to
Schools

in place the first year had to

find other means to continue to fund the position in the
years that followed, when funding was reduced.

What Else Did the School Perceive as Important^?

Additional questions sought to discover what else might
be happening in the schools to reduce the dropout rate.
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Specifically the questions asked what was

(in their opinion)

the most important component of their dropout program?

No

new information emerged from these additional questions,

nor

was there any mention of a specific program component.
However,

general comments

indicated that out of the 12

schools,

9 saw an increase in staff awareness regarding needs

of at-risk students, as having the most effect in reducing
the dropout rate.

This was followed by references to a

supportive administrator.

It appeared that the staff also

noticed when someone appreciated their efforts.
to the above,

In addition

three schools referred to small class sizes

that allowed at-risk students to receive more individual
attention as having the greatest

impact on the dropout

program.

Non-Svstematic Observations and Hunches

The Massachusetts State Department of Education funded
the 12 schools

in this study for dropout prevention.

The

first year of the program schools received the largest sum of
money which was to be used specifically for programs for atrisk students.

Each year the Massachusetts Department of

Education reduced the amount of money each school received.
Programs implemented as a result of funding the first
years,

had to find other means for funding or drop the

programs.
need and

In some cases the board of education recognized a
included some programs
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in the school budget.

What

appeared to happen in most cases,

was the school managed to

keep some services, either through community efforts or
school efforts.

in

A community effort would include a business

partnership with schools, where at-risk students are employed
part-time provided they remain in high school.

In some cases

a regular teacher would be assigned as the contact person for
this program.

School efforts

included a team of staff who

volunteered to meet weekly to discuss the needs of at-risk
students.

Each member of this group would be responsible for

a specific number of at-risk students.

They would get to

know them personally and would refer them to the appropriate
services.
students,

In either case the school had to identify at-risk
thus

Therefore,

increasing the awareness of staff members.

it appears that although state funding for dropout

programs continued to decrease,

staff awareness of the needs

of at-risk students increased.
Results

indicated that variables hypothesized to reduce

the dropout rate,

were successful

« academic tasks as

in doing so.

involving" and "Sense of Belonging" had

the most impact on the dropout rate.
influenced by teacher awareness,
counseling,

The variables

These variables were

peer tutoring,

instruction,

teacher availability, and the ratio of teachers

that reflect the racial ethnic composition of the school.
11 out of 12 schools offered individual and/or group
counseling

(even if

it was through a community service).

Group issues revolved around the needs of at-risk students.
Teachers were more aware of the needs of at-risk students and
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in most schools were willing to give more time.

Peers were

being recognized as a powerful influence and were being used
more as counselors and peer tutors.

Most schools agreed that

smaller classes and individual attention had better results.
The variable "likelihood of school success" did not
correlate with dropout rate but did prove significant in 1990
when combined with another variable in the regression
analysis.

The variable "instrumental value of graduation"

did not correlate with the dropout rate but did prove
significant in the regression analysis for 1987 and 1988 when
combined with other variables.

It is likely that both of

these variables did contribute to the success of the other
two variables.

Schools that were strong in the first two

variables were more likely to be strong in these two
variables.
programs,

These two variables were
school policies,

influenced by career

communication,

school policies,

and class sizes.
Students who feel comfortable
to get

involved.

students

in school are more likely

It seems that before school can get

involved in programs that may effect their grades or

future careers,

they must first develop programs to give

students a sense of belonging, and provide opportunities for
them to be

involved so that they will want to come to school.

Students who want to go to school senses that the school
understands of their needs and cares about them.
student is

If a

in school everyday then they will perceive the
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likelihood of school success and chances are will realize the
value of graduating from high school.
This process reflects the adolescents natural tendency
to live in the here and now and not be future oriented.
Adolescents have a need to fit in and be accepted by their
peers.

They perceive graduation as far off in the future.

This is especially true for at-risk students who may have
many issues besides school to deal with.

Getting to school

and getting through each day may be there most immediate
need.

How teachers and peers respond to them make the

difference.

Therefore it is crucial that teachers become

aware of the needs of at-risk students.
In 1988, 1989 and 1990 "Program Coherence" correlated
with the dropout rate and proved significant in the
regression analysis for 1987 and 1988.

Very few new programs

stand the chance of being successful without some good
organization.

The most successful schools, and the schools

that received the highest scores, had coordinators who were
enthusiastic and very much involved in their work.
A variable that was not part of this study but became
apparent through the interviews was "the extent that students
have the opportunity to explore a vocational opportunity
through a work study program".

Schools that had

opportunities for students to get involved in work
opportunities in school or outside of school,

appeared to b

more successful in keeping at-risk students in school.
only does this component peak the students interest and
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Not

provide hands on training for the future employment,
provides an avenue to meet some basic needs.

it also

An example of

this was found in schools where students were offered both
money and high school credit for working during and after
school.

Change Scores and the Dropout Rate

This section addresses the specific changes that
occurred between 1987 and 1990 that appeared to influence the
dropout rate.

Out of the 12 schools,

7 had an increase in

the dropout rate for at least one year between 1987 and 1990
(Appendix A,

p.

138).

Belfast High School had a steady decline in the dropout
rate for all 4 years.

In this school most program efforts

occurred at the middle school level.
level,

At the high school

the focus was on a cooperative learning program where

teachers learned varied

instruction methods to meet the needs

of all students.
Cork High School had a steady decline in the dropout
rate except for 1990 where they had a slight increase.
largest decrease was in 1988.

There

This was the year that they

revamped their conduct policy.

The policies since that time

are enforced consistently and are proving to be very
successful.
Dingle High had an increase
year

(1989).

in the dropout rate for one

Program efforts for this school were focused at
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the middle school level.

Their decreases was accounted for

by an increase

in staff awareness of the needs of at-risk

students.

interview did not reveal any reason that would

The

account for the increase in 1989.
Donegal High had a steady decrease
all four years.

in the dropout rate

Only the year 1988 a large decrease was

noted which was attributed to a new superintendent who earned
the support of school and community.

Key to the success of

the dropout rate was a staff and administration that created
an atmosphere of caring within the school for all students.
Dublin High School also experienced success in reducing
the dropout rate.
dropout rate.

Only 1988 had a slight increase in the

In 1988 the full-time coordinator and

assistant focused their efforts on designing an excellent
program at the high school level.

Prior to that program

efforts were focused on the middle school level.

The dropout

rate went from 5.4% in 1988 to 3.5 in 1989.
Galway High also experienced a steady decrease in the
dropout rate.

In 1988 they had the largest decrease.

A

policy change occurred that year that required students to
have a 90% attendance or else they will receive a failing
grade.

This policy is enforced consistently.

Exceptions to

the rule will have to go through the principal.
Kerry High School had an increase in the dropout rate in
1988 and 1989.

This program got off to a slow start.

The

first year they identified 50 at-risk students and provided
an alternative program for them within the school.
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This

program did not work.

Students,

very unhappy with this program.
was the biggest problem.
losers” in the school.

parents and teachers were
Stigmatizing the students

Students saw themselves as "the
The two years that followed the

students were mainstreamed.

However, many of them dropped

out as soon as they turned sixteen.
KiHarney High School had an increase
decrease in 1989.

in 1988 and

In 1988 an excellent peer counseling

program began which may have contributed to the decrease
1989 and 1990.

in

No reason was given that would explain the

increase.
Shannon High had an increase in 1988 and had a decrease
in the following two years.

In 1988 they implemented a work

study program where students could leave school to go to work
and receive credit and get paid.

The success of this program

was not felt until the following year.
Tipperary High had an increase
1988 and a decrease

in the dropout rate

in 1989 and 1990.

provide any information to explain the

in

The interviews did not
increase

in 1988.

The

decrease in 1990 could be attributed to a program where atrisk students received counseling and had opportunities to
hear from successful former at-risk students and also other
speakers from the community.
Tralee High School had a decrease in the dropout rate in
1988 and 1990.

The decrease

in 1988 could be attributed to

an after school job program where students had the
opportunity to receive high school credit and get paid.
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The

increase

in the dropout rate was attributed to budget cuts

that decreased the support staff for at-risk students.
Waterford High had an increase
decrease in 1989 and 1990.

in 1988 and had a

This was the school with the

largest enrollment, and the smallest mean dropout rate among
the 12 schools.

In 1987 they had an adjustment counselor who

would identify at-risk students.

This counselor would see

that these students received the help they needed.
of this counselor

in 1988 could be attributed to the

in the dropout rate that year.
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The loss
increase

Table 6.1

Scores Assigned to Each School for the
Proximal Variable
"The Extent to which the
At-Risk Student Experience their Academic
Tasks as Involving", and Dropout Rates for
1987-1990.

<D

<D

-P

-P

cd
U

CO
0)
b
o
o
w

School Name

ft

o
u
'C

O00

000

ON

ON

H

cd
U

•P

3
o

rH

o
•p
cd
p

to

0)
u
o
o

•P

zs

o

to

-p

(D
-P

cd

u
to

-p
p
o

to

u

TD

<D
u
o
o
to

'O

to

TJ

00

00

On

On

o

CO
On

CO
ON

O

On
On

On
On

▼H

ft

o

o
ft

o

00

00

On

On

rH

<D
O
O

tH

ft

o

to

Q)
h
o
o

to

rH
cd
■P

o
-p

Belfast High

13

7.2 13

5.5 15

4.4 11

3.5 52

Cork High

12

7.2 12

5.2 18

4.7 18

4.9

Dingle High

10

9.2 10

8.5 10 10.3 10

6.5 40

Donegal High

14 14.7 14

9.2 18

8.5 20

8.0 66

Dublin High

14

5.0 14

5.4 20

3.5 22

3.5 70

Galway High

18

8.0 18

5.9 20

5.2 28

4.5 84

Kerry High

12 12.8 12 15.8 18 15.9 18 10.7 60

60

Killarney High

8

5.3

8

5.2 12

5.4 40

Shannon High

9

8.7

9 13.0 13 10.4 16

9.0 47

Tipperary High
Tralee High
Waterford High

16 17.5 16
8 18.3
10

29.7 13 22.3 18 10.0 63

8 13.9

3.5 14

117

6.4 12
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Table 6.2

Scores Assigned to Each School for the
Proximal Variable "Sense of Belonging",
and the Dropout Rates for 1987-1990.
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Table 6.3

Scores Assigned to Each School for the
Proximal Variable "The Instrumental Value of
Graduation", and the Dropout Rates for
1987-1990.
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Table 6.4

Scores Assigned to Bach School for the
Proximal Variable "The Likelihood of School
Success", and the Dropout Rates for 1987-1990.
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Table 6.5

Scores Assigned to Each School for the
Variable '’Program Coherence", and the
Dropout Rate for 1987-and 1990.
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Table 6.7
Correlations Between Dropout Rates and Proximal Variables

Variables

1987

1988

1989

1990

Academic Tasks as Involving

r=.ll

r=.09

r=-.47

r=-.40

(p=.37)

(p=.39)

(p=.06)

r=-.3 5

r = -.4 8

r = -.53

(p=.13)

(p=.06)

(p-.04)

r = -.29

r = -.37

(p=.18)

(p-.12)

r=.08

r = -.24

r=-.29

(p=.40)

(p=.23)

(p=.18)

r.29

r=-.4 8

r = -.52

(ps•18)

(p*.06)

(p=.04)

Sense

of Belonging

r=.08

Value of Graduation

(p=.40)

Likelihood of Sch.

Program Coherence

Success

N = 12
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(p=.09)

r = -.4 9
(p=.05)

r = -.09
(p=.38)

r = -.ll
(p=.37)

r=-.4 8
(p=.06)

Table 6.8

Results of a Stepvise Regression Analysis
Criterion:Dropout Rate for 1987

Beta

Step 1
Variables

t

(sig)

(Sig)

in Eauation #1
.99

3.306

(.016)

-.81

-2.523

(.045)

Value of Graduation

.90

2.875

(.028)

Likelihood of School Success

.15

.512

(.627)

1.03

-2.416

(.052)

Academic Tasks as Involving
Sense of Belonging

Program Coherence

F=3.63

( .07)

R =.75
Variables

in Final Analysis

Academic Tasks as Involving
Sense of Belonging
Value of Graduation
Program Coherence

.97

3.454

(.011)

-.84

-2.782

(.027)

.93

3.162

(.016)

-.92

-2.662

(.032)

F=5.00
R =.74
N = 12

124

( .03)

Table 6.9

Results of a Stepwise Regression Analysis
Criterion:

Dropout Rate for 1988

Step 1
Variables

Beta

t

(sig)

(Sig)

in Equation #1
1.13

3.307

( .016)
(.030)

00
00

Academic Tasks as Involving

-2.840

Value of Graduation

.48

1.239

(.262)

Likelihood of School Success

.16

.445

( .672)

-.86

-2.423

(.052)

•

i

Sense of Belonging

Program Coherence

F=3.76

( .07)

R =.76
Variables

in Final Analysis

Academic Tasks as Involving

(.009 )
(.020)

Value of Graduation

.58

2.002

( .085)

Program Coherence

-2.533

(.039)

Sense of Belonging

1

-3.006

<N
00
•

3.619

CO
co
•

1.15

1

F=5.25
R =.75

N-12
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( .03)

Table 6.10

Results of a Stepwise Regression Analysis
Criterion:

Dropout Rate for 1989

Beta

Step 1_

t

(sig)

Variables in Equation #1
.593

(.575)

-1.46

-1.401

(.211)

-.51

-.930

( .389 )

.99

1.483

( .189)

o

Sense of Belonging
Value of Graduation

-.080

( .939 )

Likelihood of School Success

1

•

Program Coherence

CO

.49

Academic Tasks as Involving

F=1.13

(.44)

R =.48
Variables

in Final Analysis

Sense of Belonging

-.53

-1.961

(.078)

F=3.85
R =.28
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(.08)

Table 6.11

Results of a Stepwise Regression Analysis
Criterion:

Dropout Rate for 1990

Step 1
Variables

Beta

t

(sig)

F

(Sig)

F=1.59

( .29)

in Equation #1

Sense of Belonging

•
CM

-.809

( .449 )
( .194)

-1.461

Value of Graduation

-.16

-.360

(.731)

Likelihood of School Success

1.09

1.897

( .107)

.93

.697

(.512)

1

rt

-.30

Program Coherence

o

Academic Tasks as Involving

R =.57
Variables

in Final Analysis

Sense of Belonging

-1.23

-3.006

(.015)

.90

2.201

(.055)

Likelihood of School Success

F=4.62
R =.51

N = 12

127

( .04)

CHAPTER

VII

CONCLUSION

This chapter reviews the purpose and summarizes the
results,

the study,

the practical merits,

the limitations of

the study, and the implications for future studies.

Summary of the Purpose

In spite of efforts on behalf of federal,

state, and

local levels, and the infusion of millions of dollars,
average high school dropout rate

the

in America has remained

constant between 25 and 28 percent during the last 12 years.
In some parts of the country the dropout rate is as high as
50 percent.

The research indicates that the dropout rates

are larger among Hispanic and African-Americans than for
white students.

Hales are more likely than females to

dropout and the highest dropout rates are

in large

metropolitan communities where large urban high schools
exists.
Data suggest that the dropout rates are related more to
socio-economic conditions than to race and ethnicity (Gage,
1990).

Other characteristics of at-risk students include:

having lower scores on achievement tests,
or more years,

failing grades,

given grade level,
graduates,

being retained one

being older than usual for a

having parents who are not high school

being pregnant, and needing to work.
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Dropouts have a harder time finding and keeping jobs,
and when they do find jobs,

they earn less money.

High

school dropouts wind up in jail more often, and have more
medical and psychological problems.

There is an interaction

effect among these factors which also must be considered.
Beyond the problems dropping out causes the

individual,

the price of dropping out also extends into the public realm.
Dropouts cost American taxpayers many billions
state,

and federal tax revenues.

in lost local,

A drop in these taxes

increases the costs for social services for the remaining
taxpayers.

The Study

The study sought to test the hypothesis that schools
that were strong in student support were successful in
reducing the dropout rate.
/

A conceptual map was developed showing hypothesized
causal relationships among variables.

In the map,

interventions were framed as variables

(e.g.,

"the extent to

which teachers are expected to attend workshops to develop
strategies for communicating,

understanding, and teaching the

at-risk student"), and the impact of changes in such
variables was traced to the ultimate variable "willingness to
keep on struggling".
final variable,

Immediately before arriving at this

each of the intervention variables passed

through one of four

"proximate" variables:
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the extent to

which the at-risk student experience their academic tasks as
involving,

sense of belonging,

graduation,

instrumental value of

perceived likelihood of school success.

In a

sense these proximate variables could be thought of as
headings under which intervention efforts could be grouped.
The thrust of this dissertation was developing this map and
testing the extent to which there was a relationship between
efforts that appeared to be likely to change these proximal
variables

(taken one at the time) and a school district's

droout rate.
The study was conducted in 12 schools.
were among 36 schools

in Massachusetts that were funded

specifically for dropout prevention.
designed and

These schools

A questionnaire was

interviews were conducted to find out what

schools were doing with respect to these four variables, as
well as the extent to which each school's dropout-related
efforts appeared to be organized,

focused and coordinated in

a coherent manner.

The Results

The results indicated that two of the key proximal
variables correlated positively at the
close on one other.

.05 level and came

All five proximal variables approached

significance on a stepwise regression analysis when combined
with other variables.
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The variable "the extent to which at-risk students
experience their academic tasks as involving" correlated with
the dropout rate for school years 1989
1990

(r -.40;

p =

(r =-.47;

p =

.06) and

.097) approached significance at the

level but did not come close for 1987 and 1988.

.05

"Sense of

belonging" came very close to correlating significantly for
1988

(r =-.48;

p =

p =.04) and 1990

.06), and did so in both 1989

(r =-.49;

p =

just missed correlating at the
both 1988

(r =-.48;

but did so in 1989

p =

.05).

"Program coherence"

.05 level of significance in

.06), and 1990

(r =-.52;

(r =-.53;

p =

.04).

(r =-.48;

p =

.06),

The "value of

graduation" and the "likelihood of school success" did not
correlate significantly for any of the four school years.
1987,

the first year of the program,

In

none of the variables

correlated significantly with the dropout rate for that year.
The results of the stepwise regression analysis for 1987
indicated that four of the five variables when combined
significantly impacted the dropout rate with a multiple R of
.03.

These variables were "academic tasks as Involving",

"sense of belonging", value of graduation" and "program
coherence".
The results of the stepwise regression analysis for 1988
also indicated that the same four variables significantly
impacted the dropout rate also with a multiple R of.03.
In 1989 the only variable

in the final stepwise analysis

was "a sense of belonging" and approached significance with a
multiple R of

.08.
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In 1990 the variables

in the final stepwise regression

analysis were "sense of belonging" and "likelihood of school
success and were significant with a multiple R of

.04.

The variable "sense of belonging" appeared to have the
most impact on the dropout rate during the four years.
Schools that were successful
rate had many programs
proximal variables.
examples of this.

in reducing the dropout

in place that addressed these key

Galway High and Dublin High were two
Galway High designed a specific program

to meet the needs of at-risk students.
out of 250

They identified 80

incoming freshman as at-risk students and assigned

them to a team of four teachers who were trained specifically
to work with at-risk students.

All four teachers knew all

eighty students and were tuned into their needs.

Teachers

took turns remaining after school each day to provide
students with extra help.

Communication between teachers,

administrators, and parents was excellent.
teachers,

Besides the four

the school hired an enthusiastic program

coordinator specifically to meet the needs of at-risk
students.
Dublin was also successful

in their efforts to reduce

the dropout rate and has a strong program in place to meet
the needs of at risk students.
coordinator and an assistant
counseling).

They had a program

(who was pursuing a degree

These two people are housed in the center of

the high school and had a classroom setup.
counseling,

in

tutoring,

course scheduling,
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They did

career planning, and

whatever the at-risk student needed to succeed in school.
Participation in this program was voluntary.

Students

who participated are required to sign a contract stating
that they agree to work to the best of their ability while
involved in the program.
lot of

In this program students receive a

individual attention.

participated.

Approximately 30-40 students

All of these students are assigned to this

classroom for at least one period a day.
to drop in on other occasions.

Students may choose

The program coordinator

worked closely with regular education teachers and received
weekly progress reports on students participating in the
program.
Out of the 12 schools in the study,

nine reported that

making teachers aware of the needs of at-risk students was
the most important component of a dropout program.

Practical Merits

The practical merits of this study are a list of
components associated with each key proximal variable that
can be

implemented in any school to meet the needs of at-risk

students.

A review of the successful schools indicated that

the following collection of components existed in one or more
of these successful schools.

However,

the fact that these

items are listed does not mean that they were
responsible for reducing the dropout rate.
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individually

The following components are associated with the key
proximal variable "the extent to which at-risk students
experiencing their academic tasks as involving":
1.
2.

A system for identifying at-risk students
Training for teachers to understand the needs,
and work with at-risk students
On going assessment of at-risk students
Trained peer tutors that included former at-risk
students
Available opportunities for at- risk students to
learn from a hands on laboratory type experience in
math, reading and writing

3
4.
5.

The following components are associated with the key
proximal variable "a sense of belonging":

.

The availability of teachers before, during and
after school
Extracurricular activities that involved staff
7.
and students
Students having a primary contact person in the
8
school
The opportunity for students to be known by one or
9.
more staff members
Individual, group and peer counseling
10
A classroom easily accessible to at-risk students
11
where they may receive extra help from a staff
member who understands their needs.
On going progress reports for regular classroom
12
teachers
Supportive
administration
13.

6

.

.
.

.

The

following components are associated with the key

proximal variable "the instrumental value graduation".

14.
15.

Community business partnership with schools
where students receive credit and get paid and
Frequent communication between parents and schools

The following component is associated with the key
proximal variable "perceived likelihood of school success".
16. School policies that does not penalize at-risk
students for being late.
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Through this research program coherence also
emerged as an important variable and proved significant for
the years 1987 and 1988 in the stepwise regression analysis.
The component associated with this variable included:
17. Program coordinator or one or more people on the
staff to coordinate programs for at-risk students.

Limitations of the Study

The findings presented here should be interpreted with
caution on several counts.

First the size of the population

for this study consisted of only 12 urban schools in one
state.

Increasing the number of schools, and including

schools of different community types, might have resulted in
a statistically significant relationship on more of the
variables.
The dropout rates were calculated by the State
Department of Education the first three years and the fourth
year (1990) dropout rate was reported by the schools.

Out of

12 schools 10 schools showed a reduction, one remained the
same as the previous year, and only one had an increase in
dropout for 1990 school year.
cases have been an estimate.

The 1990 figures may in some
The accuracy of the results for

analyses involving 1990 depended upon the accuracy of
estimates made by school personnel.
In some schools, staff had changed over the four years.
When these new staff were my respondents, they did not always
know the year that a program began -- they would estimate.
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To some extent, this was also true of staff that worked on
the program right along.

In some cases, short memories

resulted in guessing about the years in which programs were
implemented.

Further Research

Since some of the schools in this study focused their
efforts at the middle school and elementary levels, further
research is needed that examines programmatic efforts in such
schools (grades kindergarten through eight) to determine if
they are more influential in reducing the dropout rate.
However, such studies need to extend over a longer time span
in order to discover whether early intervention pays off
years later.
In this study, the key proximal variable "sense of
belonging" proved to be significant in predicting the dropout
rate.

Further research could explore what aspects of the

student-teacher relationship are most influential in keeping
students in school.

For example, how important are teachers'

expectations of students?

Or how important are teachers'

spoken or unspoken messages?

Does the ethnic background of

the teacher make a difference?
The variable "the extent that students experience their
academic tasks as involving” approached significance during
the third year and was close for 1990.
the significance of this variable,
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To further explore

it may be beneficial to

examine programmatic efforts

in Vocational Schools where

academics relate to specific vocations and many opportunities
exist for hands on experience.
Identifying at-risk students appears to be key in
designing programs to suit their needs.

Further research

is needed to explore if schools at all levels have an
assessment in place to alert them to students with a higher
than average chance of dropping out.
programs that actively use this

And if they do, do

information reduce the

dropout rate?
And finally,

further research is needed to examine the

variables that cause some poor students and minorities in
these same systems to be successful when others are not.

Final Statement

Clearly, dropping out hurts the nation grievously in
terms of health,

wealth,

democratic ideals.

and the achievement of our

It often leads to personal

unhappiness and tragedy,

and lowers an individual's self¬

esteem .
All the adverse effects associated with the
dropout rate give us good reason to applaud the most recent
proposal at a national level to reduce the dropout rate.
President Bush recently announced a national goal to make our
national high school graduation rate reach 90% by the year
2000.

Few,

educators will argue with that goal
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(Gage,

1991).

APPENDIX A

School Name

Approx
Size

SCHOOLS IN THE STUDY

1987

% Dropout Rate
1988
1989

1990

Belfast High

530

7.2

5.5

4.4

3.5

Cork

730

7.2

5.2

4.7

4.9

Dingle High

970

9.2

8.5

10.3

6.5

Donegal High

990

14.7

9.2

8.5

8. C

Dublin High

1,100

5.0

5.4

3.5

3.5

Galway High

1,100

8.0

5.9

5.2

4.5

Kerry High

1,200

12.8

15.8

15.9

10.1

KiHarney High

1,200

5.3

6.4

5.2

5.

Shannon High

1,250

8.7

13.0

10.4

9.1

Tipperary High

1,270

17.5

29.7

22.3

10.1

Tralee High

1,350

18.3

13.9

20.1

16. i

Waterford High

2,100

3.5

5.8

2.7

High
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2.

*

APPENDIX B:

LETTER OF PERMISSION

January 1, 1990

Dear

.,

I am a doctoral student at the University of
Massachusetts.
The Department of Education has informed me
that it has funded a dropout prevention program in your
school district.
I am conducting research to determine which
features of dropout prevention programs affect the dropout
rate in consistent ways.
This study will include visiting schools and
interviewing people who were significant contributors and
implementors of dropout programs.
Time spent with each
person should be less than one hour.
The total data
collection should not take longer than one and a half hours.
I am writing to ask your permission to carry out this
research in your school district.
Should you grant my
request, I will not name your school in the research, nor
reveal information that deals specifically with your school
to anyone except you.
The Department of Education and the
dissertation committee will not have access to any data that
I collect that specifically identifies your school.
Should
you be interested, I am willing to make contact with you
after the study is over to give you feedback about your
district's dropout program in the light of my study findings.
If you agree to the above conditions please sign below
and return this letter in the enclosed stamped addressed
envelope.
For your convenience
I've enclosed a second copy
of this letter for your file.
If I don't hear from you, I
will call you the week of January 6th to explore your
willingness to participate.
I thank you for your cooperation and look forward to
working with you.
Sincerely,

Norah Lusignan

Signature:
CC: Dropout Director
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APPENDIX C:

RATING SCALE

School Name:
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APPENDIX D:

QUESTIONNAIRE

EXPERIENCE THEIR ACADEMIC TASKS AS INVOLVING
1.

Are teachers expected and encouraged to attend workshops
to help them recognize and deal with the needs of the at
risk student?
YES_
NO

Under what conditions are the teachers given release
time for attending workshops?

Must teachers apply to attend workshops?
YES_

What (if any) are the incentives the school offers
teachers for attending these workshops?
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NO

Are teachers paid for attending these workshops?
YES

NO

Does attending workshops offer credits that can be
aDDlied to an increased step on the salary scale?
YES
NO

Is there a policy for attending follow-up meetings?
YES
NO

On the average how many workshops are the teachers
expected attend each school year?

142

Is there a minimum # requirement?

YES

NO

What changes (if any) occurred in the policies related to
workshops during the last 4 years?

2.

Does the school have a program to train peer tutors?
YES_
NO

If yes how long has the school had peer tutors?
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How many peer tutors are presently available?

Do these peer tutors work with at-risk students?
YES

NO

How are they assigned?

3.

Are teachers who deal with at risk students encouraged to
use different teaching methods?
YES
NO
_
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If yes what are they?

How many years has the school actively encouraged doing
this?

4.

Do at-risk students have the opportunity to attend
a laboratory experiential type program in reading?
YES
NO

If yes how does the school work this into the school
schedule?
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How are students assigned to laboratories?

Which students attend?

For how long has the school encouraged the use of this
program?

5.

Do at-risk students have the opportunity to attend a
laboratory experiential type program in writing?
YES_
NO
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If yes how does the school work this into the school
schedule?

How are students assigned to laboratories?

Which students attend?

How long has the school encouraged this type of program

Do at-risk students have the opportunity to attend
laboratory experiential type program in math?
YES

If yes what are the hours that this

is available?

How are students assigned to the labatory?

Which students attend?

How long has the school encouraged this type of program?

7.

In addition to what was already discussed, can you think
of anything else the school does for at-risk students,
to help them experience their academic tasks as
involving?

SENSE OF BELONGING

.

8

Does the school have a policy regarding teachers making
themselves available to students during school?
YES_
NO

Would you say that the teacher's availability changed
over the last 4 years?

9.

Do teachers make themselves available to students before
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school?
YES

.

10

.

11

NO

Do teachers make themselves available to students after
school?
YES_
NO_

If yes to 9, 10 and 11 how does your school communicate
to students that teachers are available to them?

Bulletin boards?

Letters sent home?

Guidance Counselors?

Personal

invitation to student?

Anything else?
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12.

Does the school make an effort to involve at-risk
students in tasks that are useful and meaningful to the
school?
YES
NO

If yes what are some examples of what students do?

13.

Does the school include staff that reflect the
racial/ethnic composition of the school?
YES_

What percentage of teachers are minorities?

What percentage of the students are minorities?
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'

NO

Which two minority groups are most represented?

Percentage

in minority Group A

Percentage in minority Group B

Has the minority representation changed over the last 4
years?

14.

Which of the following services for at-risk students
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does the school offer?

a)

Group Counseling?

If yes how many groups available

YES

NO

in the school?

How are students selected for group counseling?

How many at-risk students participate?

b)

Individual Counseling?

NO

YES

If yes how are students selected for

individual

counseling?

How many at-risk students participate?

c)

YES

Peer Counseling?

NO

How many at-risk students participate

How are students selected for peer counseling?

d)

YES

Career Counseling?

NO

How are students selected for career counseling?
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How many at-risk students participate?

What does the school do to involve at-risk students in
extra-curricular activities?

For which activities are there special efforts made to
recruit at-risk students?

What is the rationale for recruiting at-risk students to
this particular activity?

How has the schools effort changed in this regard over

the last 4 years?

16.

In addition to things already discussed, can you think
of anything else the school does, to increase the atrisk student's sense of belonging?
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INSTRUMENTAL VALUE OF GRADUATION
17.

Does the school have a job shadowing program?
YES

NO

If yes what steps are taken to encourage at-risk
students to participate?

What does this program involve?

How long has this program existed?

How has the number of students who participate changed
over the last 4 years?
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18.

Does the school have a career mentoring program?
YES_

NO

If yes what does this program involve?

What steps are taken to encourage students to
participate?

How long has this program existed?

19.

Are Career
students?

Interest Inventories offered to at-risk
YES
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NO

If yes how are students encouraged to take them?

How long have they been available?

.

20

Does the school have a system to inform at-risk students
about programs available to them?
YES
NO_

What ways does the school
about available programs?

inform at-risk students

Is there a specific person/s in this school who is
responsible for informing at-risk students?
If so..
Who is it?
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21.

Does the school communicate with parents?
YES_

NO

If yes how is this communication carried out?

Who is responsible for this communication?

.

22

Are teachers
students?

informed of programs available for at-risk
YES_

If yes how are teachers

informed?
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NO

Who is responsible for this communication?

23.

In addition to what was already discussed, does the
school try to do anything else to increase the
instrumental value of graduation?

PERCEIVED LIKELIHOOD OF SCHOOL SUCCESS
24.

Does the school have a smaller student/teacher ratio f
at-risk students?
YES_
NO

What is the teacher/student ratio for at-risk students

How are students selected for these classes?

.

25

Does the school use former at-risk students to work with
at-risk students?
YES_
NO_

If yes how many former at-risk students have been
identified to work with at-risk students?

How does the school use these former at-risk student?

How long has the school been doing this?

.

26

Does the school provide individual course scheduling for
at-risk students?
YES

When does the student meet with the guidance counselor?

How often do they meet?

What

is the guidance counselor/student ratio?

How long has the school been doing this?

Does the school encourage teachers to teach at-risk
students responsibility?
YES_
NO

How is this been done?

Does the school have a policy for homework completion?

Is the policy set by individual teachers?

Does the school have an attendance policy?

Or

is the policy set by individual teachers?

Does the school have a policy for been late?

Or

is the policy set by individual teachers?
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How are these policies enforced?

How consistent are they enforced?

How long have they existed?

Does

it lead to in-house suspension? or

Does

it lead to external suspension? or

Does it affect the at-risk student's grade point
average?
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Are there other penalities?

If so, what are they?

Has the school changed in its approach to teaching
students responsibility over the last 4 years?

28. In addition to what was already discussed, does the
school do anything else to increase the likelihood of
school success.

MASSACHUSETTS DROPOUT PROGRAMS
29. What are the main features of the dropout program that
the school implemented, as a result of state funding?

OTHER QUESTIONS
30. What else is happening in this school that may be having
an impact on at-risk students?
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31. What in your opinion has made a significant difference
in reducing the dropout rate?

32. What in your opinion is the most important component of
the dropout program?

33. What has changed over the last couple of years that may
have had an impact on the dropout rate?

34. Have you added or dropped any programs for dropout
students?
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35. Of all the things we have discussed so far, which in
your opinion had the most affect on the at-risk student?
What has helped the most?

36. Is there a single person on the staff responsible for
overseeing all aspects of the school's dropout
prevention program?

37. What steps has your school taken to maximize the extent
to which all of the different program components work
together in a coherent, mutually reinforcing way?

38. Has the school had any increases and decreases in
specific aspects of the program over the last four
years?
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